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PREFACE.

Tws work is the complement of another, and the introduc-
tion to a third.

In our “ Three Sermons under Louis XV.,”* we attempted
to portray French society in the eighteenth century, religious
intolerance side by side with corruption of morals, license
before liberty.

Hereafter, if God shall lend us life and strength, we will
resume the history at the point at which we have left off, and
will close only with the bloody days which marked the close
of the century.

Here, then, there is only a pause, of which we avail our-
selves for the purpose of taking a general view of the collec-
tive character of that epoch, and of studying in fuller detail
some of the questions by which it was agitated.

Of those which we had developed with sufficient fulness in
our previous work, we have had to say no more here than
was requisite for the understanding of the rest. Hence the
small space occupied by some important subjects, among
others, the affairs of the Jesuits.

# « France before the Revolution ; or, Priests, Infidels, and Hugaenots in the Reign
of Louis XV.,” 2 vols, uniform with “ Voltaire and his Times,” price 7s. Edinburgh:
Constable & Co.

A



i PREFACE.

Moreover, we have made no effort to dissemble that w
have been writing with an eye to the debates of the prese:
day. We are aware that we shall displease many ; but w
know likewise that we have said what many think. Let bt
these last be so good as not to disown us, and perhaps the
themselves will be surprised to find they are supported b
such numbers in condemning what we have condemned, an
desiring what we desire. This, if ever, is the moment fc
people saying what they think, and thinking what they say.

Ocroser 1860.

|



INTRODUCTION.

A PLAYER, we are told, while sitting for his portrait, began,
for his amusement, to give himself insensibly the different
faces which he knew how to assume when on the stage. The
painter, in distraction, lamented the unmanageableness of his
pencil. It was a long time hefore he perceived that it was
the original that was changing.

I, too, have long despaired, in spite of incessant studies, of
seizing the flitting and capricious lineaments of the age I
wished..to paint ; I, too, have taken courage and comfort from
seeing it escape more or less from many of those who had
fancied they had caught its likeness.

This excuse, in fact, I felt necessary, not only for my own
acquittal, but also and mainly as an apology to myself for a
work professedly new on a subject that had been treated by
so many authors, and in particular by one whom everybody
has read, and whose name is instantly suggested by the men-

-tion of the eighteenth century, and of Voltaire.

More than one friend has asked me, sometimes in serious
alarm about me, sometimes perhaps with an approach to a
sneer, whether then I proposed to retouch Villemain. My
answer then, as it is now, was that M. Villemain has had few
more constant or sincere admirers than 1; but would he him-
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gelf, 1 added, had he the same things to treat now, treat the:
as he did then? Twenty years have almost doubled the di
tance that parted us from the last century, when he finishe
his review of it. Twenty years,—it is more than Taciti
called grande mortalis evi spatium. Twenty years,—it
much at any epoch, and, in our days, seems almost an age.

I have not, therefore, deluded myself into any false est
mate of my capacity. I have only perceived, like every or
else, that these twenty years have thrown light on man
things that the ablest had missed seeing in all their bearing
or in which it was at that time impossible to be candid an
impartial.

Far be it from me to say that the illustrious author I hax
named was wanting in frankness; but there are positions i
which one does not easily keep true to one’s-self. In ever
great crisis, it i8 the crowd that leads, and it is the part .
the chiefs to obey. “ Your people have done nothing but ac
of folly,” it was said once to a great leading man of our day
 Why, then, don’t you direct them ? what would you have?
he replied ; I was their chief.”

M. Villemain, then, was, in 1828 and 1829, the chief
that ardent youth which, in spite of himself, erected his pr
fessor’s chair into a tribune, turned his lessons into philippic
and his most insignificant statements of opinion into oracler
but he was chief on one condition : that of advancing in t]
line traced for him day by day by the applauses of his aud
ence, by the interested eulogies of the newspapers, and tl
annoyances of the Government.

That line lay in an odd enough middle course between t]
old scepticism, which was decidedly in disgrace as frigid a
in bad taste, and Christianity, which had come back, but wi
the accompaniment of Jesuits and confession-tickets. He b
hoved neither to attack it, for that would have been taken i
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as a mere reproduction of Voltaire, nor to defend it, at least
directly, for the public would have cried out that he was a
Jesuit. He had to respect both his enemies and himself, both
the Encyclopédie and the Gospel, both the monarchy and the
Revolution ; he had to erect a temple in which both Voltaire
and tke wretch should have their thrones.

. Hence the unheard-of finessing which M. Villemain thought
it incumbent on him to employ ; hence, also, that equal com-
placency shown in the appreciation of the most contrary ten-
dencies, in the eulogies to be given to men of the most unequal
amount of talent and of the utmost diversity of character and
manners. If the eighteenth century, as M. Villemain himself
has said, was the golden age of middling authors, his book is
certainly their Pantheon.

IL—Our old criticism, that especially of the eighteenth
century, had the grand defect of not making sufficient ac-
count of the individual or public circumstances under the
empire of which a man has lived and thought. Authors,
books, all the productions, in short, of the human mind, were
studied and tried by it, according to the prevailing theories of
the day.

The contrary excess has now arrived, and almost without
transition. In vain have enlightened minds signalized it
from the outset. ¢ The eighteenth century,” wrote Madame
de Stagl, in 1809, “laid down principles in too absolute a
manner ; perhaps the nineteenth will comment on facts with
too much submission.” This perkaps became a reality in
history, politics, and literature. After having too much jus-
tified this remark himself, M. Villemain has had numerous
successors,—men who have inherited his dangerously indul-
gent spirit, without possessing that exquisite and unerring
taste which held with him the place of principles. According
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to another author,* whom I nowise confound with those critics
. who have no fixed opinions, but who bas given them but too
much encouragement on this point, the best critic is he who
best identifies himself with the authors whom he criticizes.
This may hold in certain cases, and specially, if one will have
it, in poetry; but poetry herself no sooner takes, or allows to
be given her, a part in social dissensions, than she loses her
right to plead honestly her claim to be excepted. All the
more let us distrust these dangerous appeals in matters which
bear only on philosophy and history. Would a judge be the
more just, the more he should put himself in the place of the
accused persons brought before him? All well, acting as a
Christian and a private person; but in the discharge of a
public duty,—and criticism is that,—the first point is to call

good good, and evil evil.

III.—This relaxation of principle, for the rest, has been
but the literary application of a system now almost universally
prevalent, that of historical fatalism in general.

That was—that ought to have been. Such, for some years,
has been the fundamental axiom. You find it, under all forms,
in all the publications of the day. Between those who pro-
claim it and those who yield to it, hardly shall we find a few
who timidly ask, if, indeed, this be the final conclusion of
reason and conscience.

That was—that ought to have been. Here we have the
past absolved ; here we have the future exposed to all the
horrors and the follies that some men would resuscitate.

But if these horrors, which God forbid, are once more to
return, who shall most have contributed to bring them back ?
The men whom we hear celebrating them and calling for them ?
No; for these men are strong only because of the general

* Bt Beuve.
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timidity and depression. But the authors of this general de-
pression, the men of the fait accompli, those who make it their

- philosophy and their justice not to be indignant at anything,

those who have contrived to mingle with their tears for the
victims, admiration for their executioners—these are our real
pests; these are the men who have really sown all the tem-
pests that now disturb society, and those which we and our
children may yet be destined to reap.

Let not our impartiality go so far, then, as to excuse—as
has been done—sometimes the men by putting their faults on
the age, sometimes the age by putting its faults on the men,
in order, in the end, to have nothing to censure. Let us not
come with a system ready-made and brutally unbending ; but
better that than fluctuate from the pro to the con, and plead
successively all causes. You thus are no longer impartial ;
you are but feeble and cowardly; you think you are show-
ing a good heart, and you only show a craven spifit.

IV.—This, then, is not the impartiality which we shall
carry into the study of the eighteenth century. That century
was 8o severe towards others that we have no reason to be
indulgent towards it.

Yet it is not without a certain fearfulness that we approach
it. It had such an overweening confidence in itself. It
looked with such a lofty and distant air on whoever dared to
seem to criticize it. Like one of those dead corpses which,
although dead, still keep you at a distance, and which you
find it difficult to figure to yourself motionless, powerless, the
prey of worms: your imagination resuscitates them; you
seem to hear their voice, and quail before them as they eye
you.

More than once has this feeling come over me as I worked
at this book. I seemed to wander in an immense cemetery
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peopled with the dead of yesterday, whose wraiths* prowled
about their graves, themselves invisible, but seeing me, fol-
lowing me. I felt as if some restless eye looked over my
shoulder to read the line I had scrolled; I could almost have
feared, on looking round, to find myself confronted with the men
I had been dissecting. Yes, in the course of my long watch-
ings, at the hour when the expiring lamp flickers in its socket,
and when fatigue is fever, more than once I seemed to hear,
© at my very ear, the grinning langh which Ferney sent abroad
to all the echoes of Europe. The mah who for sixty years
had laughed at everything and everybody, I could not but
fancy laughing still, and laughing too a little at myself.

It is because I have been living with him in spite of my-
self, as much and more than with all his cotemporaries put
together. In all questions, in all facts, he was for ever re-
appearing. Not a list of names complete without his; not a
picture truly representing the times but had his face in it, and
almost always in the first sketch. The history of Voltaire is
that of the eighteenth century; the history of the eighteenth
century is that of Voltaire. The age and the man are one.

V.—One, I say, but how ?
The incarnation of an age in one man takes place, accord-
ing to the times, in two different ways.

" Sometimes it is the man that takes the lead. He calls to
other minds, and those other minds follow him. He lays hold
of all the vital forces of society, and gathers them into his
hand. Such is the reign of genius; such the lot of young and
vigorous generations.

Sometimes it is the age itself that has selected from among
its men the one who is to be its leader. This chosen chief is
condemned thenceforth to have but one thought — that of

* There being no English word for revenant, I use the S8cotch word wraith.—Trans.
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maintaining his seat. All his faculties, all his genius perhaps
—for it is not impossible that he may have genius—he will
be found to consecrate to the study and the service of the
tastes of the multitude. He will acquire an astonishing
ability for anticipating everything that is wanted from him.
He will guess men’s longings before they are expressed ; nay,
before they are felt. He will have the air of one that leads,
but only because he will contrive never to advance, unless pre-
cisely in the way that is wished for. Unity, in the one case,
arose from all men becoming fused in one; in the other, it
arises from there being one man to make himself all things to
all. This is the reign of talent, this the lot of ages sunk in
anility and weakness.

Such, then, shall we find to have been evidently the part
that belonged to Voltaire in the eighteenth century. Ask not
from him those bursts of genius, those powerful inspirations
which seize a people’s inmost feelings, agitate them, temper
them anew, create for them a life and a faith. Possibly—and
it is a praise we cannot refuse him, possibly he might in other
times have had these regenerating inspirations. Even his
everlasting laugh did not prove him incapable of enthusiasm.
He would weep at the theatre: hardly, it is true, at any
play that was not his own, and always so far that he might
set the example; but, after all, he wept, and one does not
weep at will* In an epoch where, in order to be powerful
one must have been great, I believe Voltaire would have been
great.

That, however, he never was; he served his age asthat age
desired to be served. Wit was required of him, and wit he

# ¢« Tt was a little disagreeable to find one’s-self next him ut, a plny, for he could not
command himself. Tranquil at first, he i dbly b ; his voice, his feet,
his walking-stick, became more or less audible. He would half mo from his chair, sit

down again, then at once stand bolt upright, appearing six inches taller than he really
was. It was then that he was most noisy.”—Memoirs of Vaguiére (Voltaire's secretary).
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scattered with a liberal hand. Fine verses were wanted of
him—these he made; but he was never asked for poetry, that
of the heart I mean,—and he had it not. I admit in him the
perfection of mediocrity,” said one of his enemies, the Abbé
Trublet ; and though mediocrity sounds ill, I agree, when treat-
ing of Voltaire, that this judgment is in some respects one of
the best that has been passed upon him. Had I to repeat it,
I should not understand by it, any more, no doubt, than the
Abbé Trublet, that Voltaire was a mediocre person; my
notion wonld be this, that even in the pages where he is true,

pure, noble, even, in a word, in those in which you find -

nothing reprehensible, in which you feel that he has reached
perfection in its kind, you never feel yourself, notwithstanding,
placed among the loftiest elevations of genius or of virtue,
never in that high atmosphere to which a Bossuet, or a Pas-
cal, or a Newton, would lift you by a word. .

VI.—This character—and therefore it is that I have made a

point of defining it accurately—was common to all the men
and all the writings of that time. Everywhere you find wit,
but little soul ; much reason, little good sense ; fine verses, no
poetry ; big words, and of conviction none.

No, there was no conviction in that school; no more in
philosophy and in morals, where people fancied they had
some, than in religion in which they gloried in no longer hav-
ing any. This I shall ere long prove; and as for myself, I
have had the proof of it at every step of my study of that epoch.

That proof I have found not only in the private and anec-
dotic history of the leading personages. All the seriousness
that was wanting in them when I saw them in their undress,
I had previously searched for in vain in their books. Sincere
love of the true does not speak so much about truth ; love of
virtue does not speak so much about virtue. One is not
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naturally so lavish in naming what one loves. If virtue is at
times no better than a word, it is certainly at epochs when
that word is in every mouth, and read on every page.

. Ican make no exception, then, for the man who has spoken
most of it, and whom many would no doubt name first to me,
had they to deny what I have said. ¢ What do you make of
Rousseau ?”’ would they say; and after having read or recalled
some morsel .of his writings, which I possibly admire no less
than they,* they might ask me if there could be any medio-
crity in the conviction from which such eloquence could burst.

There might, would be my reply. It is true, there could
not have been at all times, or in any author, whatever his
ability. For this there behoved to be at once a man with
whom imagination was powerful enough to compensate for
whatever else was wanting, and an age so little difficult to
please in serious things as to dispense with this man’s having
only imagination. But this age did exist; that man we
really meet with. Such is the key to Rousseau’s success.

I go farther. I say he owed his success to that want of
conviction which, in other times, would have proved the
greatest obstacle to his triumphs.

It was not from any want of consciousness of the same thing
in themselves, or that at bottom they really differed from Vol-
taire, that people would say of him, that he was  factitious
from head to foot.” Let us rid ourselves of the idea that the
eighteenth century, at least until the approaches of the Revo-
lution, took up Rousseau seriously. The poor Abbé de St.
Pierre, who had said nearly the same things, but really be-
lieving them, had met with nothing but raillery. There was
10 love felt for men of conviction; they were instinctively
repelled as living protests against the levity of the age.

* “It is Diogenes; but he sometimes speaks like Plato."—Voltaire, Letter to Hel-
vetius, 1763,
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Rousseau had the forms of conviction; these men forgave
him because they were sensible that he had none of the
reality. They felt a certain pleasure in abandoning them-
selves to him, but this because there was seen to be nothing
more in it than a play of the intellect; the moment one could
have had the idea that he was preaching seriously, his reign
was at an end. He was listened to as, in the days of the
schoolmen, one would have listened to their subtle syllogizers;
and in the field of morals, all whom he might have frightened
by the austereness of his precepts, he but too well reassured by
the spectacle of his manners.

Hence the patience with which his insults were listened to;
hence the pleasure people took in the war so bluntly declared
against the very things which they least desired to destroy,
or to allow to be destroyed ; hence those odd contrasts that
amused a fickle generation, and put no check on the course it
was resolved to follow. The age was vicious and Rousseau
preached virtue; he preached virtue and was himself vicious.
Men imagined that by means of the sciences and arts, they
had reached the highest point of social refinement ; you find
him begin with an attack on the arts and sciences; in these
he affects to see the source of all evils. In the face of an
absolute government he is found preaching liberty; but
hardly have people begun after him to repeat the word, than
it becomes no longer, in his thoughts, what had formerly been
understood by it ; for he merely substitutes for the despotism
of kings, the more degrading and oppressive despotism of the
mob. You will find him unbelieving enough to be assailed
by the believers—believing enough to be assailed by the un-
believing ; and the public proceeds to interest itself, as it
always does, in the man who is opposed singly to all. Next,
while it is he that leaves all the beaten paths, he goes about
exclaiming that it is his enemies that are doing so. From his
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first defiance to the ideas of his time, in the very discourse
against the arts and sciences, you find him exclaim, “ O mad
love of distinction, of what are you not capable!” At the
very moment of his entering full sail into that ocean of para-
doxes, which was to have no shores for him, we find him
declaiming against “ those futile declaimers,” who, says he,
“armed with their deadly paradoxes,” go about sapping the
foundations of all that has been held sacred among mortals.

VII.—Here, perhaps, there is a fresh paradox; but it
strikes me that Voltaire, with his levity of tone and his
never-ending sarcasms, was more the serious man of the age
than his grave and sententious rival. All his sayings, for
him, hit the mark; all his shafts pierced to the quick. The
work of the age was his; none more entirely devoted to it.
He does not say so, but people know it, and nobody in Europe
doubts it ; while what Rousseau seeks, above all things, is
Rousseau. Voltaire liberally put his glory at the service of
the cause ; Rousseau always let it be seen, in serving it, that
he ever thought more of himself than it, and that, in reality,
he cared little about its triumph. Voltaire asked not for mar-
tyrdom, but for victory ; Rousseau wanted only the struggle,
and in it sought only for the name of martyr. * He would
be delighted to be hanged,” said Voltaire, “provided his
name were in the sentence.”

Why, then—shall it be said—represent them as having
served the same cause? Hardly shall we find any points on
which they were agreed, and even when agreed on the things
themselves, they were never 8o on the reasons.

This is all true ; but when the general current is powerful
enough to sweep along with it, in one heap, all individualities
and all antipathies, they must needs also be all reckoned one
in the general estimate men take of the epoch.



xiv INTRODUCTION.

In an era of peaceful disputes, in which there were ex-
pended, with little noise, under an absolute king, the life and
the force which a great age did not dare to expend in other
contests, little was required in order to dig an abyss between
two men.

But let there arise a freer age, a contest more serious, an
aim more distinctly traced, and then, in spite of appearances,
in spite of the combatants themselves, there will be found but
one army and one flag. It will be as with soldiers, who may,
indeed, quarrel in the ranks, but who, not the less, all march
on to the same assault.

It is not, then, without reason that these two men are vul-
garly associated in a common eulogy, or in a common anathe-
ma; it is not accidentally, or by an abuse, that their names
seem to respond to each other, as their two tombs are placed
side by side in the obscurity of the same vault. By uniting
them in their death, the Revolution proclaimed the unity of
their work. She acknowledged herself their daughter. She
was their daughter.

VIII.—But she was not their daughter—mark well l—in
this sense, that the one produced what was good in the Revo-
lution, the other what was bad.

Some have thrown back on Voltairian impiety all the ex-
cesses with which liberty came to be stained; others—those
who made little -account of religion, and much, as Voltaire
did, of social order—have attributed the subversion of it to
Rousseau ; others, in fine, like Bernardin de St. Pierre, have
openly maintained that the latter was the good genius of his
age, and Voltaire the bad.

These special distinctions have in our days been renounced ;
but they have been unhappily renewed in the appreciation
made of the men and systems actually existing. People dread
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to condemn men in the mass; they persist in choosing among
the demolishers. Some—those, to wit, who call things by
their proper names—are condemned; still satisfaction is felt,
it seems, when some extenuating circumstance can be pointed
out, and one can find an excuse for not pronouncing as the
first warmth of indignation would dictate. Others, and these
the greater number—men who either do not know or do not
say the last word—people think themselves obliged to treat
as honest thinkers, only as somewhat fickle, somewhat hollow,
and ready, for the rest, to return to the right way when the
mines they have been digging shall have exploded.

Ah ! no doubt those grand destructives of the eighteenth
century would have returned also, had they seen what their
work was to come to in the hands of their adepts. Call to
mind Raynal and his courageous letter,* Condorcet and his
bloody despair. Yes, Voltaire would have denounced the
Reign of Terror very differently from the way in which he
denounced that of the League; he would not assuredly have
spared so many new follies the lash of his old scourge. As
for Roussean, I love to figure him to myself snatching from
the hands of Robespierre those pages, so gentle in form, so
ruthless in reality, in which the man of the guillotine had
learned coolly to calculate how many heads had to be taken
off in order that the Social Contract might become the gospel
of France. Voltaire and Rousseau, the day on which a Marat
was given them as their companion in sepulture and in glory,
seem in my ears to mutter with rage in their dust; I think I
see them start up, and throst him from them with horror.

Such is the rehabilitation I offer them. On this ground I
am ready almost to stretch forth a fraternal hand to them
across the tomb. If this be any compensation, I will grant it
them, and with all my heart, every time I shall have per-

* May 31, 1791.
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mitted myself to try and to condemn them. But to curb my
feelings, and to absolve them because they did not, in set
terms, command the evil that was done in their names—
never; and would to God well-meaning people had never
indulged such weakness, either towards the living or towards
the dead ! We should not, in that case, now be where we are.
Do all justice to whatever may be found here and there of
generous instincts in that chaos; say, if you will, that the
eighteenth century prepared the world for the reign of more
than one great principle which Christianity had proclaimed
in vain; but forget not that it has done this while trampling
under foot those very principles, and that their establishment
would prove its definitive condemnation. In visiting the
ficlds that have been fertilized by the ashes of Etna and
Vesuvius, you may admire how good is made to come out of
evil; but you would not, for all that, make those terrible
volcanoes the benefactors of the countries in which they stand,
and you would view with pity the men who would erect altars
to them.

IX.—But granting that the history of the eighteenth cen-
tury were a little less our own, it would still be interesting
to examine how forces so diverse concurred towards the same
result, and, to return to our two names, how Voltaire and
Rousseau could have been, at the same time, at the head of
the same generation.

One, I have said—Voltaire, to wit—led while following;
the other will be found to lead only in breaking with the age;
but this will still be found to be, at bottom, only a particular
manner of following it, and serving it according to its tastes
—for this age is fond of contrasts, opposition, and surprises.
The former laughed at social prejudices, and respected them;
the latter will tell you that a king ought not to hinder his
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son from marrying the woman of his choice, were she the
hangman’s daughter. You suppose that this very expression
will revolt people. Not at all; it will please by its very
bluntness. Voltaire you will find exclaiming against it in
vain, For the first time, you will find Voltaire not listened
to, and fair ladies themselves siding with him whom, in
his indignation, Voltaire called “I know not what sort of
savage knave.” :

The one, accordingly, thought men naturally bad, and dealt
gently with them ; the other called them naturally good, and
yet loaded them with abuse. According to Voltaire, the
remedy is in civilization ; according to Roussean, it is civiliz-
ation that has spoilt all. The one pushes you blindly forward
towards a future big with storms; the other thrusts you
poetically back upon a savage past, anterior to all known
times, and even to the ancient golden age. He well knows
that he aims at the impossible, but he pleases himself with it,
and holds to it, were it for nothing but to be able to say that
people don’t listen to him, that mankind are no longer in a
condition to comprehend him. Voltaire promises happiness
a8 soon a8 people shall have destroyed certain things, and, in
particular, Christianity ; Rousseau maintains that people will
never destroy enough, and that all progress, meanwhile, will
be found one chain, one disorder, one corruption more. He
does not hate Christianity in itself, and, of all advances, it is
that which he pardons the most; but it is one, and, worse
still, it is the source of more. Christianity, accordingly, will
be found, from that alone, excluded from a system in which
savage life is the beau idéal ; and while its grand crime, for
Voltaire, was its having put the drag on civilization, its grand
fault, in the eyes of Rousseau, was its having smoothed the
way for it.

In their whole character and movements, we see the same

B
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diversity, the same contrasts. The one does his best to add
to the influence of talents, that of position and riches; the
other glories in being nothing, and in having nothing. Vol-
taire speaks of “my chétean,” and is none the prouder at
bottom ; Rousseau complains of the high price of bread, and
you can see pride peeping through the holes in his mantle.
They both spend their lives in complaints—the poor man of
his voluntary poverty, the rich one of his failing health, still
endurable after living eighty years. But Voltaire passes jests
on his maladies, even when real; Rousseau would fain that
the whole human race should weep with him over his, even
when imaginary. Often, moreover, they both make them-
selves ridiculous—the one by his seriousness about trifles, the
other by his levity on the gravest subjects. But the latter,
with his inexhaustible malice, is sometimes kindly; the for-
mer, with his universal philanthropy, has always some gall in
his igk, and sometimes a great deal. Even when he is in the
right, his tone is that of a sophist rather than of the man who
is himself convinced; Voltaire, even when in the wrong, is
natural, and, in some sort, candid. You find him lie, and that
often ; but he does not mix up with his lies fervent apostro-
phes to truth and virtue. He makes victims, and boasts of
doing so; Rousseau tries to make them, yet, to hear him
speak, you would think there is no victim but himself. He
loves to say and to believe that he is surrounded with ene-
mies®—he makes it his glory to agree with nobody; and
Voltaire, on the contrary, loves to repeat that everybody is of

* «He was a realization to me,” said Corancez, one of the last of the friends that re-
mained to him, “of the possible existence of Don Quixote. In both I find a senstirve
chord. That chord, when in vibration, mcgm to the one the ideas of knight-errantry;
in the other, that chord ded a g 1 coalition, a vast plan for his de-

struction. With both, the repose of that chord left the mind its full liberty.” Butitis
not easy to find, in the life of Rousseau, moments in which it was not more or less in
vibration,
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his way of thinking, except some downright fools, to whom
public reason will soon have done justice. An independent
and great lord, he is thankful for the services of the smallest
persons; Roussean, on the contrary, needs help from every
body, and you cannot be of use to him, but forthwith he sets
himself to hate you.* He is, on the whole, not so good as
his writings ; Voltaire is often better than his.

The same diversity, in fine, appears in the influence which
they proceeded, in parallel lines, to exercise on the epoch in
which they lived. Voltaire carried opinion along with him ;
but as he tanght men only to deny, and preached in fact no
system, he had not, and could not have, disciples properly so
called. Rousseau had disciples, and even enthusiastic ones.
To say the truth, he could hardly have any other, for there is
no middle course with him. People love him, or they hate
him ; he is listened to as an oracle, or thrust off as a fool.
Voltaire, on the contrary, will be found to have influenced
even those who detested him—that clergy whom he lashed,
those old magistrates who would fain have had it in their
power to burn him along with his books. We spoke of him
as having no disciples : let us rather say that he had but one,
that one, however, being all the world, including Roussean.

* Without giving our applause to the sarcasms with which Voltaire astacked & man
who was profoundly miserable, one can hardly deny that he had reason to represent
o * Biting equally the hand

That binds him, or that strikes his head,
And that which offers to him bread.”

Even in the CYvil War of Geneva, side by side with many disgusting insults, there are
many just strokes.
“ No man more knowing in respect of friends,
These he embraces, and for ever quits.
Ingratitude the first of all his merits;
His lofty soul his benefactors hates.
He gnashes if & man possess the power
And will, and have thé impudence
To vilify him with his deeds of love.”
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But the latter was destined to become more particularly the
master of characters, the generator of future individualities.
He was to unite together in one family all the men whose lot
it was to influence, for good or evil, the transformations which
Voltaire had prepared for him—to inspire, at the same time,
Mirabeau and the author of Paul and Virginia, Robespierre
and Chateaubriand.

X.—Such is the parallel which I should have to develop,
not only between the two corypheuses of that epoch, but also
between the subaltern chiefs, the schools, the books, all the
contradictory elements which constitute the life of that period
of time. Therefore it is that I have paused upon it, for my
whole book lies there. All the features that I have marked,
my readers will meet again as they travel through this work.
They will help me to introduce order into all parts of it
that are capable of receiving it.

But a strictly regular picture would not fairly represent an
epoch so essentially irregular, and where all things are so
crossed and intermingled. I might, no doubt, announce that
I was about to study the eighteenth century under four or
five different points of view : literary life, social life, political
life, moral, or, if you will, immoral life, religious or irreligious
life. These seem to make excellent headings of chapters;
but I am convinced that in adopting them I should have but
a factitious regularity in which unity would be had at the
expense of truth.

Let us be content with the unity of interest. It was in the
bosom of the eighteenth century that there fermented all the
elements of our own—the good, the bad, those that have
already run out their course, those which are only beginning
to act, and those, for such there are, which will not exhibit
themselves till afterwards. In studying that epoch, you feel



INTRODUCTION. xxi

yourself as if in an atmosphere of storm; the calm as yet
unbroken, except that to those who listen, the distant murmur
of the coming havoc is already heard. You see here and there,
detaching itself from the mountain-top, that handful of snow
which goes on rolling down, and enlarging, and never stopping
until it has overwhelmed everything at the foot. But as it
passes down, you see nothing but the clapping of hands among
men who are delighted at its progress, and regret their having
to die before it has attained all its velocity and all its force.
For at that time it was not enough to have lived in the midst
of the whirlwind; one must needs die in it. Woe to the
wretch who had the weakness to give the lie, by a Christian
death, to the temerities of his previous life !

What a guard, accordingly, was kept around the dymg
agony of any one who had once become a liege member
of the destructive party! What alarm was felt lest there
should escape from him a word, a sign, that might suggest
a scruple to the survivors!* What haste shown to overwhelm
with calumny or ridicule any one who might have wished to
inspire the dying man with a little repentance for his past life
—a little faith in that future whither death was about to
hurry his soul !

Well, then, those efforts which were then made, often, it is
true, with more zeal than' intelligence, for the conversion at
their last moments, of the chiefs of the reigning infidelity, let
us make more wisely if we can around that deathbed on which
the age they lived in is now laid. That age is dying, but it

* “The president Hénault is said to be very ill. I should much like to know if to his
disease he adds that of devotion. With the wit he possesses, could he possibly be such an
438 ?"—Voltaire, Letter to Argental, 1763.

“I should much like to know if M. Argenson has died like a philosopher or like a wet
chicken. There are Jesuits impudent enough to say that M. de Montesquien died an
$mbecile ; and they arrogated to themselves the right to engage others to die the same."—

Letter to Madame du Deffand, 1764.
““Had I not been there, d’Alembert would have played the coward.”—Condorcet.
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is not yet dead. Let us not speak of it too much as past. It
has frightful rallyings; it lives; it dictates still, though with
a broken voice, those verdicts which more than one young
voice continues to repeat and comment upon. At the hazard
of meeting with the Jesuit, Routh, who confessed Montesquieu,
or with that poor parish priest who wished to confess Voltaire,
let us approach ; and, if it be possible for us to snatch from
this obstinate moribund some lessons for the benefit of those
now living, our labour will not have been thrown away.
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VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

CHAPTER 1.

L—The AbbS Dangeau and his verbs—Boileau and his rhymes—Last look at the peace-

fal lives of former times—The botanist Morin—Oassini—God everywhere—People
dispensed with being amiable—The two Corneilles—Racine's domestic establishment
—The joys and the cares of that time—The belles-lettres—How and in what spirit
they were loved.

IL.—Have we here, nevertheless, the proper idea of a man of letters ?—This calm could

only be listl Men admirable; system false—Literature ought not to be only
an art—The eighteenth century was right in principle, in assigning it a political and
moral mission.

IIL.—It was about to become no longer an end, but & means—The art, as an art, no

longer exciting interest, the grand aim becomes influence—Those who do not seek it
are compelled to exercise their share of it.——IV.—Rollin—How he became a
powerful agent—The son of a cutler and the son of a sh ker—He was adopted
as & man of opposition and & man of the movement—What pledges he had given as
a Jansenist, as rector of the university, and professor—He became, unconsciously, a
tribune.——V.—His Ancient Hlllory—-ma Roman History—S8uccess which nothing
in these two works explai -Plagiari Credulity—Little or no
erudition—No local colouring—Messieurs les Athéniens.——VI.—It is heart speak-
ing to heart—Inadequacy of this explanation—Vertot and d'Aguesseau promoters,
like Racine, of the eighteenth century.

VIL—The dead made to act the same part—Fénelon—What he was to become under

infidel pens—His édloge by Maury-and by La Harpe—How historical errors arise—
How it came to be thought that Fénelon might be made & tool—Apotheoses— Tele-

h -What the eigh th century saw in it—Was it really admired '—VIIL—
The Duke of Burgundy—What would he have been had he lived ?—What would his
preceptor have been, when he had become his minister 7—A saying of the Abbg Ter-
rasson—A saying of Louis XIV.—Vagueness and dangers—Neither master nor pupil
sincerely praised.——IX.—Same tactics at the death of the son of Louis XV.—He
had hated the philosophers—The clergy made of him a saint—The philosophers im-

prove on this—Th Judgments of Gri and Diderot on his exaggerations—
r
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The prince travestied into a friend of new ideas—Useleas protestations of the clergy
—Piron beé a devotee, makes himself their organ, and only becomes ridiculous.

X.—Influence of Massillon—Was Voltaire sincere in praising him ?—Why was he
praised ?—Le Petit Caréme—Little Christianity but much philosophy—It was made
the beau idéal of Christian eloquence—Massillon’s name becomes & weapon in the
hands of the enemies of religion.

I.—THE time, therefore, was now gone by when the good
Abbé de Dangeau, on the news of the disasters of Blenheim
and Ramillies, said, as he affectionately laid his hand on his
old bureau, “ Come what may, I have safe here three thousand
verbs, all rightly conjugated !”

The time had gone by when Boilean brought his friends
together to submit to them a phrase or a word; to ask of
them a rhyme which for a week, mayhap for a fortnight, he
had been calling for in vain from the echoes of his garden.

One loves, nevertheless, on arriving at the eighteenth
century, to give a last look-to those lives, so uniform, so
simple, so artless; and sometimes, from their very artlessness,
so sublime. See what Fontenelle relates to us in his Eloges,
of those beautiful lives spent between work and God.

Look, for example, at Morin, the botanist, ¢ going to bed
at seven o’clock at night all the year round, and rising at two
in the morning. He spent three hours in prayer. Between
five and six in summer, and in winter between six and seven,
he went to the Hétel-Dieu, and most frequently heard mass at
Notre-Dame. On coming back, he read the Holy Scriptures,
and dined at eleven o’clock. He next went to the Royal
Garden, and remained in fine weather till two, examining new
plants, and satisfying his first and strongest passion. After
- that, he shut himself up at home, unless he happened to have
some poor people to visit.” What a peaceful life! Would
not one say he was entering one of those silent libraries on
the very threshold of which one is tempted to uncover and
almost to kneel ? '
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Look again, for example, at the great Casgini, * whose mind
was equal, tranquil, exempt from those vain disquietudes and
those senseless agitations, which of all maladies are the most
doleful and the most incurable. A great fund of religion,
and, what is still more, of the practice of religion, aided much
this perpetual ealm. The heavens, which declare the glory of
their Creator, had never spoken to any one more than to him,
and never with more persuasion.” Let us not forget that it
is Fontenelle that speaks amid the din of the last century.
But he had seen the seventeenth, and transfuge as he was,
he reserved for it the love one feels for his mother-country
after leaving it.

D’Alembert, therefore, is in error when he says, in his Essay
on Men of Letters, that “in England people were content
with Newton’s being the greatest genius of his age; in
France, one would have wished him also to be amiable.” In
France, under Louis XIV., Newton might not have been
amiable, and yet lost nothing by not being so.

This blessed calm enjoyed by the friends of science, was en-
joyed also by almost all the friends of letters, alike the humblest
and the most illustrious. See the two Corneilles, lodged the
one above the other, and asking one another for words and
verses through a hole opened in the ceiling. See the house-
keeping of Racine, living with his wife, who never wished to
read a single verse of his, and his sons, whom he trembles
to behold entering the thorny paths of Parnassus; “for,” said
he, “ never had the highest praises given him so much pleasure
as the slightest criticism had given him pain.” The purer
and the calmer a piece of water, the less it takes to ruffle it ;
but was not God always there ?

At these petty disappointments of the coryphsuses of a
great age you may laugh, perhaps; then you repent of having
laughed, and it is not without a certain emotion that you
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peruse the details of their cares, their joys, and the obscure
turns of fortune that sufficed for their activity. Letters, the
belles-letires—for that was not only the word, but the idea
and the sentiment of those times;—the belles-letires, we say,
were then not & means but an end. They were loved, they
were cultivated for their own sakes, It never entered the
head of any one that they ought to serve as the vehicle, as we
should now say, of political or social ideas, or even of philosophi-
cal opinions. At best, a vague moral mission was given them ;
they should tend, it was said, to make virtue amiable and vice
hated. With this exception, people wrote for the sake of
writing ; and if a man had the luck to write well, the glory
of having written well was a recompense beyond which a
literary man desired nothing, nay, even perceived nothing.

II.—Does this mean, that here, according to us, is the ideal
perfection of the man of letters, and that, while we fondly
paint this peaceful past, we would have the literary men of
our own day to return to it ?

No. It is one thing to envy the obscure calm which
literature could enjoy even in the midst of its glory, another
to wish it at present such a peace as would only be a state
of listlessness—a felicity which it could not acquire at less
than the loss of its whole influence in the world. The men
may have been admirable, but the system was false. To
write for writing’s sake, to make fine verses merely for the
sake of making fine verses, to publish books, even good books,
in the sole view of showing that one could write them, or of
procuring for one’s-self the satisfaction of having written
them—this were strangely to restrict the mission of the mind
and of the pen. Literature, no doubt, is an art; but it ought
not to be only an art. Let us, then, heartily forgive the men
of the seventeenth century for having understood it to be no
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more ; but let us comprehend, that a time behoved to come
when there would be a different understanding on the
subject. :
‘We must not, then, reproach the eighteenth century with
having given, or rather with having restored to literature the
function which she could claim as her right. She had the
capacity, and it was her duty to become a power. Inverting
what we have said of the preceding century, we approve the
system ; it is the men that we have too often to blame.
Moreover, more than one author was found, in the midst of
this new life, to look with regret on the peace and obscurity
of the old. ¢ Not,” says d’Alembert himself,* “ that inter-
course with the world is not necessary to men of letters, those
especially who write to please their age, or to paint it; but
this intercourse, having become general and indiscriminate, is
for them at the present day what the discovery of the New
World has been to Europe. It is doubtful how far it has
done more good than harm.” But d’Alembert was not in a
condition rightly to comprehend what kind of evil this change
had produced in the men of letters. We see him elsewhere
himself congratulate them on what was really least desirable
. in their new position—cheap praise and the acquisition of in-
fluence on every attack made on things established. ¢ The
great dread us,” said Duclos, “ a8 robbers dread the street
lamps at night.”

III.—Literature, accordingly, ceased to be an end, but
became a means. “In a literary success, what was mainly
sought was powerful action, or some good effect. The public,
driven by aunthors into this course, drove them into it in
its turn, and would allow them neither turn nor halt. Vol-
taire, born with fine taste, and an artist by nature, needed all

* Eloge on the Abbé Terrasson.
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the power which his services had conferred upon him—for .

many were the services required of literature—in order to
preserve for art, as art, some share in the public attention.”*
Others thought only, on the contrary, of establishing and
extolling the new priesthood : “I love to picture to myself,”
said Thomas, ¢ the man of letters meditating in his solitary
cabinet. His country is at his side; justice and humanity
stand before him; he is swrrounded by the images of the
wretched ; he is agitated with pity, and tears flow from his
eyes. . . . Then he perceives at a distance the powerful and the
rich ; he envies them the privilege they enjoy of mitigating
the woes of this earth. ‘And for me,’ he says, ‘I have no-
thing for their comfort; I have nothing but my thoughts.
Ah! let me at least make that gift useful to the unhappy.’
...Anon his ideas crowd upon him, and his soul expands
outwardly.” Voltaire was not far wrong when he used to
say that people should no longer speak of a galimatias, but
of a galithomas.

Thus we find that writing came to be pursued no more for
writing’s sake, but for promoting the progress of an idea;
what was now wanted was not readers, but adepts. Here
and there, indeed, a rhymster would appear who merely
rhymed, or a learned man who never got beyond his books.
Voltaire himself went off on a fine day to shut himself up at
Sénones among the folios of Dom Calmet. But the scribbling
crew was to be found in the drawing-rooms, in the theatres,
wherever, in short, there was a tribune to occupy, anywhere
—no offence to M. Thomas—except in the gloom of their
library. The mathematician rose to influence by dint of
speaking as well as cyphering ; and if an astronomer chanced
to fall into a well, it was not owing to his not having an eye
open to the things of this lower world.

© * Vinet.
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Those even who personally had no taste for this ambitious
and noisy career, you find compelled, in spite of themselves,
to exercise their several shares of royalty. These last became
all the more powerful, the more they renounced that power.
Moliére has exhibited the physician in spite of himself. Had
he lived a century later, he might have given us the philoso-
pher in spite of himself, the regenerator and the zevolutionist
in spite of himself.

IV.—Among the honourable men who, zealous partisans of
old manners, are found to have aided the march of new ideas,
there is one in particular who may be taken advantage of for
studying this persistence on the part of an age in laying hold
of 'a man, and, wifl he nill he, thrusting into his hands a
sceptre which he never coveted. This was Rollin, good
Rollin, as we say, and as was said even then.

~ Rollin was the son of a cutler. This circumstance, forgot-
ten during three quarters of his life, from his never having
been seen either to blush for it or to boast of it, was laid hold
of towards 1725. But this was done, not, as one might be
apt to think, in order to have occasion to praise the man, by
. contrasting his present glory with the obscurity of his birth.
It was felt that he had no need of this eulogium, which,
besides, was common enough, trivial enough. It was done
mainly as a means of protesting against the ordinary prero-
gatives of birth and rank. The name of one of the humblest
of men was thus to grace the flag of plebeian pride in its
- revolt against patrician pride. This obscurity of birth, which
was turned to his credit, could be turned to a very different
account in the case of one whom people had no hopes of mak-
ing a party tool. Look at Rousseau the poet. Because he
could not be transformed into a champion of the new ideas,
he was twitted to his very death with being the son of a shoe-



30 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

maker. Only to give a colour to the reproach, it was a.lleged
that he had disowned his father.

Now, what were Rollin’s titles to the respect that was pro-
fessed for him ? There was nothing in his life, his labours,
or his manners, which did not rather isolate him from his
cotemporaries than attach him to them. He was known to
be profoundly religious, and infidelity had become almost
universal. He had been heard delivering lectures with talent,
and with a certain charm, but these lectures were on ancient
authors, now beginning to be very little cared for. He made
fine verses, but these were in Latin. He delivered some fine
harangues, but these, too, were in Latin, and of no interest,
besides, in the questions of the day. At the age of sixty, in
fine, he wrote in French; but his Treatise on Studies still
inculcated nothing but religion, morals, Homer, Virgil, and
the Bible. Yes; but it was easy to make him out, under
these austere outward forms, to be a man of opposition, and
a man of the movement. This was what was wanted, and
this was the reason for adopting him.

A man of opposition: it was not assuredly that he had
been 8o in the sense in which other people began to be so;
but all the oppositions are sisters, and it is there chiefly that
it may be said that extremes meet.

He had never attacked religion; but, as a Jansenist, he
had had to struggle against the Church and against the royal
authority. He had received that baptism of persecution which
is always enough, at the time of a crisis, to recommend a
man. He had presented himself to it with that eager grace
which the common people never fail to applaud.

As a professor, he had preached the old rules, but with an
independence of attitude, and a hardihood of taste, which
amounted to a satire on pedants. As Rector of the University,
he had upheld, when necessary, antiquated privileges; but
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even this had brought him into conflict with other authorities,
and it was not forgotten that he had braved the archbishop.

A man of the movement: no more was he this, we need
not say, after the fashion of the innovators of his time; but
his love for the past enhanced the value of the pledges which
he had given, without desiring it, to the present and to the
fature.

Accordingly, he who was better acquainted with Latin than
any one else, had remonstrated against the oo constant use
of that tongue in the University teaching. This attack, novel
and bold in itself, had consequences infinitely more remote.
‘When form and substance have been associated together for
ages, you cannot shake the one without affecting the other.
To dethrone the Latin tongue, was to prepare the downfall
of all that was taught in Latin. He who, as Professor of
Eloquence; had been constituted the official representative of
Quintilian and Aristotle, openly inculcated that genius and
taste were to be put above all the rules.. Here, again, there
was a cry of freedom far more powerful than he himself
believed.

This same instinct had led him to select the whole of the
quotations which he required, whether in his oral lectures or
in his Treatise on Studies, from all the finest discourses and
patriotic traits to be found in the remains of antiquity. He
thought he had never spoken but as a rhetorician ; but people
began, though as unconscious of it as himself, to listen to him
as a tribune.

V.—Such, then, was the part of which he found himself in
poesession, when, encouraged by the success of his Treatise on
Studies, he undertook, at the age of seventy, the vast historical
work which was to occupy him till his death.

From 1730 to 1741, he published, in eighteen large vo-
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lumes, first his Ancient History, and then his Roman History,
which death prevented him from finishing. But from the
publication of the first volume, and even before that, on the
simple announcement of his work, he could enjoy the glory
it conferred, and, more astonished than any one else, asked
himself how he happened to meet with such brilliant success.

That success was great, and, in fact, universal and unex-
ampled. When Richardson, twenty years afterwards, came to
publish, by little and little, the volumes of his Clarissa, there
were persons who waited for them with the most painful an-
xiety ; but Rollin’s work was not a romance. What he was to
say in his next volume one had only to look for, without
waiting, in the authors from which all that he had already
published had been taken. But no. The public redoubled
their impatience. It was of him and him only they would
hold that ancient baggage, the property, for almost two thou-
sand years, of any one that could read. That witty and
sneering generation was in his presence like the babe that will
take nothing and taste nothing except from the hands of its
nurse.

Can we say that he at least imparted a fresh grace to those
old things, by the novelty of the forms in which he presented
them, or by the interest and depth of his reflections? Not at
all. It is an old man’s narrative, flowing but inanimate,
purely but withal tediously written. No flashes of genius;
no wit; of that wit, at least, which people desired to have
everywhere, not a whit more. Much good sense, but very
commonplace ; sometimes, indeed, it is rather simplicity than
good sense ; and were it not for the name of the author, one
would laugh at those childish reflections, and ask whether it
was worth the pains to write them. In certain places, it is
true, you will find some considerations more original, and some
ideas more profound; but take care: it is Bossuet you are
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reading. The author had intimated, that whatever of the
beautiful and the good he might meet with on his way, he
would turn to account, and so we find him pillaging the
" moderns with as little scruple as he copies from the ancients.

And how does he copy these last? With the simplicity of
a schoolboy, who believes everything and repeats everything,
even what is absurd. But though wanting as a critic, he may
at least have erudition? No more has he that. He had read
the principal -historians only ; the more recondite sources were
generally unknown to him. He seems to have seen nothing
to suggest a doubt to his mind about the seven kings of Rome
and their fabulous history; he believes in Livy even where
opposed by Pliny and Polybius. For the rest, he has no tinge
of antiquity in his colouring. Persians, Medes, Greeks, Ro-
mans, all become Frenchmen under his pen ; and tke gentlemen
of Athens would have stared at this style, used by a man who
nevertheless was well versed in Greek.

VI.—Such, then, were the contents of those huge volumes
which excited not only the interest, but the curiosity, and
almost the enthusiasm of Europe.

Among these faults, it is true, there was one which could
not at that time be perceived. Historical criticism was then
almost unknown. People were fonder of facts, even when
doubtful, than of research and scepticism.* The absence of
antique colouring was not generally felt, for people had become
habituated, at the theatre, to listen to nobody but moderns,
and this perpetual anachronism, sanctified, in some sort, by the
genius of Racine, had passed as it were into men’s manners.
All the ultra-French refinements that Racine had introduced
into his Greek imitations, were preserved by Brumoy in a

* A great doubter, Chesterfleld, is quite as pecting as Rollin on the history of
early times in Rome. See his Letters to Ais Son.
¢
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prose translation, where there was nothing to prevent his re-
maining faithful to the original.*

But although it should be established that Rollin had not
fallen, considering the times, into any serious fault, the question
still remains : How, then, did he draw to himself the suffrages
of such an age? People fancy they have fully answered it by
saying with Montesquieu, “ It is heart speaking to heart.”
But where was the heart of the eighteenth century? In the
head ; whereas Rollin had kept his in his breast.

Let us return to our own explanation; it is the only one
possible. He was neither liked nor listened to for his own
sake, but for the sake of that which he sheltered, unwittingly,
behind his own respectable name and feeble works. He
thought it was ancient liberty only that he admired, and he
became one of the apostles of that modern liberty which re-
sembled it only in name. He thought he was praising only
heroic actions, and among these there was more than one crime;
the return of which was facilitated by the effect of his unsus-
pecting readiness to eulogize them.

Thus it was that the man who seemed the least ﬁtted to
belong to the eighteenth century, not only belonged to it, but
became, through the force of circumstances, one of its foremost
promoters. We might name other men that were no better

fitted fundamentally for this part than he, and who yet in.

various degrees filled it. 'We might mention Vertot with his
drowsy Revolutions, and d’Aguessean with his serious Dis-
courses. The former of these taught, unintentionally, what a
revolted population could do; the latter taught men, under
an absolute monarch, to lisp the language of the free. He
called the Parliament the senate, and the councillors senators ;
he opened the way to declamations on the dignity of man, and
the rights of virtue. To this, much more than even to his
* His Thedtre des Grees is of date, 1730.
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virtue, we must attribute the praises with which we see him
overwhelmed by the freethinkers .who came after him. In
general, when you see a party doing homage to a man who
does not belong to it, you should not be in haste to suppose
that it is from a sense of justice; you should begin by inquir-
ing whether it may not be from interest.

VIL—Baut it was not the living alone that were borne along,
in spite of their convictions to the contrary, by this rising tide
of the eighteenth century. The very dead themselves, after
being more or less travestied, became auxiliaries to the
movement.

Here, again, we might quote many names. Let us take but
one, that of Fénelon, and see what has been made of it.

Fénelon had, under the pens of unbelievers, become one of
that sort of Christians who are imagined for the purpose of
battering down Christianity, men strong: in point of morals,
very plastic in point of doctrine, worshippers of the human
virtues, virtuous of course, but above all things charitable,
tolerant even towards vice, Christians, in fine, in everything
but faith. ¢ What was religion in his view ?”” we find Maury
asking himself, in 1771.* & A sublime philosophy which
demonstrates the order and the unity of nature, and explains
the enigma of the human heart, which, without it, is incom-
prehensible ; the most powerful motive leading man to good,
seeing faith places him constantly before the eye of the Divi-
nity, and acts upon the will with as much sovereign power’as
it exercises over the thoughts; a supplement of the conscience,
which commands, fortifies, and perfects all the virtues—esta-
blishes new bonds of good-will on the new relations of hu-
manity—shows us, in the poor, creditors and judges; in our
enemies, brethren ; in the Supreme Being, a Father; the reli-

* Floge de Féncion.




gion of the heart, virtue in action, the finest of all the codes
of morality, and one whose every precept is a blessing from
heaven. Such was Christianity in the eyes of Fénelon.”

Beneath these big words, and all this Christian varnish,
what do we really have? KEvidently the portrait of a deist.
The whole discourse is in that tone. And from what a priest
ventured to say, we may judge of what was said by those who
had not the same appearances to preserve. The discourse of
La Harpe, presented to the Academy in competition with that
of Maury, is still less Christian.

Now, where was this Fénelon ever seen? Not certainly in
the writings of the real Fénelon; and no more either in his
life. But who dreamt of going back to these? What was
wanted was a philosophical Fénelon; and he was assumed to
be what the philosophers made him.

Are we to be understood as saying that these last really
said to each other: “ We must have him after such a fashion;
let us then make him so. Let us tell a lie. Something will
always remain |”

Such is not the origin of the errors of history. That origin
will always be found in the spirit and in the wants of the
time. Dishonesty does not come till afterwards.

But Fénelon, like Rollin, had been a man of opposition. In
spite of his charity, or, if you will, because of his charity,
throughout his whole life, he had had struggles to sustain.

Dating from the very first of his writings, we behold him
at’ war with all the preachers of his time, including Bour-
daloue, and perhaps even Bossuet. He would have no art in
the pulpit, and traced a model which all his charity does not
prevent from being almost a satire.

In his Treatise on the Education of Daughters, he had at
every step to combat one or other of the false methods then
prevailing in education. As preceptor of the Duke of Bur-

36 VOLTAIRE AND HI8 TIMES.
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gundy, he made his pupil such a prince as had never been
seen before.

As an archbishop, in fine, one would say that he had attached
himself by preference to the virtues which formed the severest
critique on his colleagues. We would not say that this was
from design on his part; we say that his life, designedly em-
ployed for this purpose, became a weapon in the hands of the
enemies of the clergy, and that thus people came to make his
doctrines, or what were supposed to have been his doctrines,
an arm against religion.

His very virtues served only to the deification of man.
“Should a demand,” says Maury,* “ be one day made on the
earthi, for the virtues in which it might truly glory, the human
race would produce, as the highest of its titles, the soul of
Fénelon.” ¢ His Treatise on the Existence of God,” said La
Harpe, “ comprised in itself all the proofs on that point, but
the best of these was the author himself.”” With what horror
would not Fénelon have repelled such eulogies! In general,
when the persons spoken of were such as Christianity could
claim, care was taken—and the habit has not been lost—to
praise in them those merits only which were more or less inde-
pendent of faith; such as courage, benevolence, devotedness.
It was the infidels, for example, who made the reputation of
Belzunce, Bishop of Marseilles. He was a man empty enough,
superstitions, hot-headed ;4 but his beautiful conduct during
the plague furnished ample scope for fine phrases on humanity
and virtue. He was placed on the altar, side by side with
Fénelon, tending the wounded at Malplaquet. The hint for
this had been given by two verses of Pope.

What went farthest to aggrandize Fénelon in the eyes of
the thinkers of this infidel school, was evidently his Zele-
machus, but only after being interpreted and travestied accord-

* Eloge dg Fénelon. 4§ See Lemontey, Histoire de ia Régence.  § Essay on Man.
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ing to the ideas of the times. It were a great mistake, in fact,
to figure to ourselves the eighteenth century admiring Tele-
machus, as we admire it at the present day. Possibly, at the
death of Louis XIV., people may have really been under some
illusion as to the effects to be expected from that book.
¢ Telemachus is printed, and a golden age is expected from it,”
wrote Madame de Caylus to Madame de Maintenon, during the
first months of the Regency. But the illusion was to last but
a short time. People thought they had found a saviour; they
found themselves still before a book. Now, those pure and
simple forms, that austere elegance, that exquisite sense of the
Greek beauties, that harmonious mingling of Christian senti-
ments with antique forms, all this was little of a nature to
please the men of that time. The true merit of the work, in
their eyes almost its only merit, was the part it had played
under Louis XIV., and that which it might still be made to
play, not in politics only, as then, but in religion and in
morals.  Voltaire, in his more candid moments, lets it be
sufficiently seen that in reality he made very little account of
it; but no sooner did an occasion appear for deifying the
author, in order, under shelter of his name, to attack some por-
tion of the ancient edifice, and he will be found the first to
express nothing but admiration. His disciples, as was ever
the case, went farther still, and it is no fault of theirs if Féne-
lon be not regarded universally as a martyr of philosophy, an
infidel, or not much short of one.

VIII.—With this aptitude for fashioning, after its own
image, the men whose names might be made to serve its pur-
poses, this usurping literature sometimes looked about for
such men beyond the literary world, and even on the steps of
the throne.

Would the pupil of Fénelon, the Duke of Burgundy, have
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made good his promises ? Or, for this rather is the ql;esﬁon,
did he really promise all that he was represented to have
promised ?

“I have but one wish for you,” said a wise man once to
the heir of a throne; it is, that you may die before you
have reigned.”

Such, indeed, and with a single eye to the interests of their
glory, is the most desirable destiny for the sons of kings.
There have been few so bad as not to have been made, by the
popular imagination at their death, the heroes of a golden
age, looked forward to as certain, but which has vanished
along with them.

This age of gold, accordingly, had been thought to be har-
bingered by the virtues of the Duke of Burgundy. That
he meant well is incontestable, and Fénelon would have been
his minister. Had they, then, between them, the qualities
requisite for the government of a great country ? One may
be allowed to doubt this. Abbé Terrasson’s saying has often
been repeated : “ If human felicity could spring from any poem,
it would spring from the Telemachus.” It is a fine compli-
ment, but is it not also somewhat of an epigram? Nothing
more easy than to make the happiness of mankind in a poem ;
and, in general, on paper. Louis XIV., whom we must ad-
mit, notwithstanding the wrongs and the faults he committed,
to have had great tact in government, called Fénelon “a
chimerical genius.” 'We would ask those who may be tempted .
to reclaim against this judgment, so much criticized in the
eighteenth century, if they would undertake to find in Tele-
machus many political counsels, of which the most virtuous of
kings could wisely attempt the execution. Without speaking
of the Twelfth Book,* which our socialists would subscribe, and
which, nevertheless, is the most important in this respect—

* The advices given to Id on the organization of his new kingdom.
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what vagueness, what forgetfulness, not to say ignorance, of
what men and nations really are ! what perpetual confusion
between laws and manners—between what is, and what is not,
within the province of government! Fénelon’s pupil had the
virtues of an honest man. Would he have been more fortunate
than Louis XVI., who had those virtues also, and who desired
to have no other ?

This, at least, is certain, that vu'tues of that sort do not
explain the eulogiums bestowed on the Duke of Burgundy by
the men of the last century. His over-scrupulous piety, for
which Fénelon himself had at last to reprove him, could only
provoke their pity; his plans, altogether fraternal, were not
the less based on a principle of absolute authonty, which prin-
ciple was not wanted.

Here again, consequently, we see tactics, and nothing but
tactics. The reputation of the Duke of Burgundy was but a
citadel, raised up between the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, between Louis XIV. and Louis XV., for the purpose
of attacking both the past and the present, and of covering
the road that led to the future.

IX.—This manceuvre was repeated at the death of the son
even of Louis XV., and that with still more audacity.

It was notorious, in fact, that that prince had a horror for
philosophers. It was he who denounced to the king the book

. published by Helvetius, though received at first by the Court

as a good book, or at least as not dangerous; and he it was
who had called for the suspension of the Encyclopédie. If,
on the one hand, he professed humane and wise principles on
the duties of kings, he at the same time announced it as his
intention to prosecute to the last extremity the enemies of
religion and of the throne. Moreover, he loved the Jesuits;
nay, he openly defended them. No one could doubt that his

|
‘
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succession to the crown would prove their resurrection in
France. Accordingly, after having made a hero of him
during his life, the clergy found nothing more indispensable
at his death than forthwith to proclaim him a saint. All
pulpits throughout the kingdom resounded with his praises.
At the risk of condemning the father, who continued to
grovel in his old vices, men raised altars to the virtues of
the son.

The philosophical phalanx was for a moment on the point
of abandoning him to the incense of the priests; but this, it
was thought, would be weakness, and so they set themselves
to outdo what was done by the clergy. It was a position to
be occupied, and they did occupy it. It was a false position,
but for their purpose a good one; and this was enough to
keep them from recoiling from it. Behind such a rampart,
what needed any one fear? Who would dare to rise against men
who were dissolved in tears for the son of their king? None
could forbid their being allowed to speak; and so, as they
proceed, they will shelter behind his name all the bold things,
political or otherwise, which they durst not announce on their
own authority.

This they actually did, and the saint of the Jesuits accord-
ingly became the saint of the philosophers.

It was Thomas, the author of so many éloges, the Bossuet
of the Encyclopédie, who installed himself priest of the new
worship. But he went so far as to be accused in the phi-
losophical world, of having unmasked the batteries a little.
“M. Thomas,” wrote Grimm,* “ has endeavoured, under the
features of the late dauphin, to portray the image of an
accomplished prince. Such, then, is the aim of his discourse ;
but by over-doing the picture, he has missed his aim. If
M. Thomas honestly believes that the dauphin possessed
. * Correspondence, 1768,
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one-fourth of the good qualities he attributes to him, most
assuredly he is not descended from the apostle Thomas.”
Diderot, more outspoken than the rest, does not jest; he is
indignant. “If the dauphin,” he writes, “ deserved the hun-
dredth part of the praises lavished on him by M. Thomas, who
is there that ever resembled him? Who is there who ever
will resemble him? Does any one believe that a father, who
apparently knew his son, can approve of a mass of hyperboles,
the falsehood of which he could not possibly dissemble ? What °
can we expect him to think of letters, and those who cultivate
them, when one of the honestest among us can get himself to
lie so impudently to a whole nation? And his sisters ? And
his wife? As for his valets, they will laugh at it.”*

But these observations, which were allowed to pass among
friends, made no change on the public testimonies. The
dauphin became more and more idealized, and people came
insensibly to make him not only a partisan of liberalism in
politics, but almost & freethinker in everything else. On the
strength of a jest that escaped from him, at the expense of
that poor creature, Pompignan, the butt of Voltaire, there
was erected a whole scaffolding of insinuations against his
faith. Men would have it that he fed his mind in secret with
the books he condemned in public. The work he had chiefly
read, it was said, in his last illness, was Locke’s Essay on the
Human Understanding. His reputation was thus made com-
plete ; thus it became, in the hands of the lords and masters
of public opinion, a new instrument suited to their wishes. In
vain did the clergy protest; in vain did old Piron,} who had

~ * Louis XV. himself, in a kind of funeral oration made on him by Voltaire, in
1775, was elevated into a friend of the philosophers. He no longer lived to reclaim, and
Louis XVL oould allow himself to be caught by it. It was enough that people afirmed
the thing.

t The late Prince-Dauphin to the Nation én mourning for six months. “it was ludi-
crously flat. * 8ing,” says the dsuphin to the French—
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become a devotee, make the defunct express himself in bad
verses, but in a manner more in accordance with his well-
known sentiments., The movement had fairly commenced.

X.—But the author who contributed most to bring down
declamations upon prmces—-—durst we venture to say it >—was
Massillon.

Is it true that Voltaire looked on him as the model of
" prose writers ? Is it true that the Petit Caréme was to be
seen continually, side by side with the Athalie of Racine, on
Voltaire’s table ?

Voltaire said so; d’Alembert has repeated it ; Europe has
believed it. Shall we believe it? It would not perhaps be
difficult to show that Massillon’s good qualities were little of
& nature to obtain for him Voltaire’s admiration, and that his
faults, on the other hand, could not have escaped the eye of
such a judge.

Even although this admiration were manifestly sincere, still
there would be occasion for inquiring into the causes of it.
Why did Voltaire, why did the infidel school, cry up Mas-
sillon ?

Let us open that Petit Caréme which Voltaire had, or which
he had not, on his table, and you will not be long in under-
standing why he pretended to prize it so much.

A book may be a bad book in two different ways; bad in

“ 8ing ye another Louis Twelve in Louis called Fifteen,
And love his blood, my sisters fair, my wife, too, and the queen—

My wife that now my widow is, in whom I live once more,
Through children three that she to me in our brief wedlock bore.”

He calls on the country to purge itself
“ Of those who order do despise, and scorn all sacred things,

Disturbers of the public peace, whose pride unpanish’d brings,
Broad-cast o’er all your flelds to sow, infinity of tares,” &c.

Grimm said that if such verses were made in Paradise, M, Piron would cemtnly take
Precedence there of M. Voltaire,
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itself—which. is certainly not the case in this instance—bad
as lending itself to bad consequences; and who will deny that
the Petit Caréme lent itself superabundantly to these?

Two things had at once procured for these discourses a
popularity which sermons, as sermons, never could look for.

First of all, they have little or none of the pith of Christi-
anity. They are sermons that are as little sermons as possible.
‘We have an exhibition of pure and gentle morality ; still it is
morality, and it is not faith.

In the second place, we have philosophy in abundance;
good and wise philosophy, it is true, but feeble withal, and
too susceptible of being easily turned to account of the ideas,
the interests, and the passions of the epoch.

It had been laid hold of accordingly. The Petit Caréme
had been made the gospel of that new religion which was not
yet the Deism of a later period, but which was still less the
Christianity of .the preceding century. While waiting till
they ceased to be Christians at all, people abandoned them-
selves to the pleasure of being so at little expense. The
preachers had yielded to the torrent. The perfection of Chris-
tian eloquence was made to lie in composing sermons with
nothing Christian in them but the text. And Massillon him-
self, in his Clermont retreat, spent the last twenty years of his
life in polishing, according to the taste of the day, the finest
specimens of his no longer Christian eloquence.

In weakening the foundations of the altar he had not spared
those of the throne ; those—for we are far from restricting the
observation to the monarchical form—those, we say, of autho-
rity in general. The Petit Caréms teems with things which
might not seem dangerous in times of profound peace and
settled obedience, but which were capable of coming in aid
afterwards of all revolutions.

Thus, while advantage was taken of Fénelon to attack
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government in its vices, Massillon was taken advantage of for
the purpose of undermining it in its principles. While the
virtues of the one were transformed into arguments against
Christianity, the morality of the other, too independent of
faith, came in aid of the pretentious apostles of virtue without
religion. With the name of Fénelon, in a word, the official
representatives of Christianity were attacked; with that of
Massillon, it was deprived of its Divine character, and it
ceased to be more than a mere morality.
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CHAPTER IL

L—Progress of error — How people become used to it— The nineteenth century, in
this respect, gives us too clear an insight into the eighteenth—There is one difference
which does us no honour.

ITL.—How adepts were recruited—Voltaire the centre of attraction—He makes himself
all things to all men—His eulogies to Father Vionnet, to Lemierre, to Dubelloy, and
to Dom Calmet—What was implied in the title of a great man—Montesquieu and the
Abbé Dubos—Géliotte—Trochin—V. Th A & great man—
Variety in the forms of eulogies—Cond —Mar 1—D’Alemb Did
Turenne—Gold becomes genius—Helvetius a poet.

ITI.—The King of Prussin—More modest, and a better writer than is believed at the
present day—Voltaire at his feet—A complete course of the art of praising—The two
circles—The vapours and the dew.——IV.—The king at the feet of Voltaire—His
incense a little heavy—Specimens of it. !

V.—Equality begins to be established betwixt the sceptre and the pen—Those who sub-
mit to it concur towards it as much as those who call for it—Inconsistencies of all
kinds—The cftiz Despotism and liberali Frederick—Catherine Il.—Louis X V.
—The Xeraxes of Crebillen—Leblanc’s Manco-Capac—The Encyclopédie and Male-
sherbes—General relaxation—Piron and his pensi M feu and the Academy
—Montesquieu and the Pope—Permission to eat meat on fast-days—Voltaire and the
Capuchins of Gex—Voltaire and the relics—To cares: and fondle the WretchA—The
thunders dare no longer sleep—Marmontel at the Bastile—The two dinners.

MeeTiNg with hardly any obstacle, these opinions made
rapid progress. They were embraced by many of the friends
of religion without hesitation, such persons imagining that
lere, at length, a common ground might be reached where
all the world would be of one mind. Man’s deplorable faculty
of familiarizing himself by custom with false views, like all
his other faculties, acquires strength from exercise ; and there
are times when one would think the very atmosphere favours
its development. The tendency we speak of manifests itself
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at such times, not only in the hardihood with which people
are found to propose and to take advantage of what they are
aware i8 not the truth, but also in the indulgence accorded to
falsehood by men who would be shocked at telling lies them-
selves.

It is lamentably evident that this fatal atmosphere prevails
in our own day. The more we see truth made the grand
object of research in history and the sciences—for it were
unjust to the age in which we live to deny that in these
departments it shows a seriousness never known before—the
more do we see a tendency in everything else to make use of
falsehood for one’s own purposes. The lessons of experience,
those of plain good sense, are all on the first occasion counted
a8 nothing. Whoever wants dupes is sure to find them.
Whoever may attack an army, whoever may make promises
to adepts ; if a man makes bold to inquire whether the attacks
are just, whether the promises can ever be realized, he is
denounced as a foe to progress, liberty, and enlightenment.

We are but too apt, therefore, to-form our ideas of the
whims of a century ago according to what we see in our own
day. Some of these caprices have changed their objects,
others only their forms. At bottom we see the same tendency
to pay more deference to the merest fool that undermines than
to the man of highest intelligence who speaks of building up.
Whoever has an idea, however absurd, that chimes in with
the forward movement of the day is admitted to the rights of
citizenship. In the former period, and here lies the only
difference, such a man was made a plnlosopher

Yet there is this farther difference, and it is one that does
little honour to our intelligence, that our predecessors had
experienced none of those rude trials which ought to have-
made us wiser than they. The house seemed then to stand
80 firm that none suspected danger in taking out a stone from
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it here and there; the vessel was of such ample dimensions
that every one proceeded to make a hole for himself in it,
without the slightest apprehension ‘'that this would end in
sending it to the bottom. People amused themselves with
blowing upon the waves, never dreaming that their united
efforts would at last produce a hurricane. “1I do not believe
that any people, in any age, ever enjoyed such complete
repose as the inhabitants of France betwixt 1715 and 1785.
In point of fact, people whisked abont on a volcano, but the -
volcano slumbered, and though the soil may have begun to
be a little hot, it was not enough to scorch the soles of their
feet. Then what can be imagined more delicious than to dwell
on a volcanic soil, as long as the volcano remains asleep ?
In a balmy atmosphere, beneath an azure sky, people na-
turally dance, and sing, and drink Lackryma Christi.”* Ac-
cordingly, it was not only the general sense of security that
aided the progress of the philosophers by veiling the dangerous
side’ of their doctrines; it was that internal fever also, that
latent volcanic heat, which, if we may use the expression,
favoured the vegetation of ideas, and changed men in spite of
themselves.

II.—But what a curious history is that of the cajoleries
lavished on all, little men or great men, whom it was thought
of consequence to enlist under the banners of the new school,
or to keep them there !

It was in this especially—in the. art of enveloping and
engrossing whatever seemed likely to suit his purposes—that
Voltaire had no equal. He was the grand recruiting sergeant
of his age ; and, still keeping this point of view, he is its most
complete representative, for in him we see as it were incar-
nated, in some sort, that invincible attraction which was in

* Duval, Souvenirs de la Terreur.
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« the end to bring and bind together so many contemporary

individualities.

See, first of all, how he made himself all things to all men.
‘Where shall we find a part too humble for his not being ready
to accept it for the benefit of the crusade? If he compelled
a pope to praise him for one of his tragedies, he himself had
eulogiums—and such eulogiums !—to bestow on an obscure
Jesuit who had sent him one. To Father Vionnet he wrote,
“You are rather Crebillon’s enemy than mine. You have
done more damage to his Xerxes than I have done to his
Semiramis.” Such is the tone in which we find him depre-
ciating all the pieces for which people did him homage ; while
he hailed, as his fortunate successors at the court of Thalia
and Melpomene, all authors that were not at open war with him.

During his last visit to Paris, Lemierre and Dubelloy called
on him. 4 What consoles me in the prospect of death,” said
he, “is the thought that I shall leave behind MM. Dubelloy
and Lemierre.” So off they went, both mighty proud, yet
each with no less mighty a contempt for the other. * Poor
Dubelloy !”” Lemierre would say, “he did not see in the least
that Voltaire was laughing at him.” ¢That poor fellow
Lemierre !”’ the other would say, “ he has taken it into his
head that Voltaire was in earnest.”

Thus was it with all the praises lavished by him with a
munificence that ought to have made them suspicious to the
least humble. Every one would have it, that, himself ex-
cepted, Voltaire laughed at all others; each preserved, as a
possession of inestimable value, the writ conferring immor-
tality bestowed by his hands. I would not say but that Dom
Calmet, the good and grave Dom Calmet, did not, in the soli-
tude of his cloister, peruse at times, with some risings of pride,
such lines as the following :*—*“1I should like, sir, above all

# Feb. 1748.
D
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things, to go and spend some weeks in your company and that
of your books. I should not like to have to reproach myself
with having been so near you, and yet not to have had the
honour of seeing you. I would fain take lessons with the
man to whose books I owe what I am, and draw directly from
the fountainhead. I prefer retirement to the Court, and
great men to kings.” .

It is true, that the title of great man was then lavished
with a liberality which people have the good sense in our
day to discontinue. Hardly any now but the learned, and
of these but one class, the learned in philology, gratify each
other reciprocally in this way; nay, even then it is done only
in Latin, and in prefaces which nobody reads. But at that
time it was done in French, in private letters as well as in
public discourses ; in short, it was on all occasions that people
called themselves great men, and passed the censer on from
one to the other. “If that great man has made a mistake,”
says Montesquieu, at the close of one of the books of his Spirit
of Laws, ‘*“ what have I not cause to apprehend !” And whe
was this great man whom Montesquieu dared not hope to
equal? Why, the Abbé Dubos, whom Montesquieu himself,
in the preceding pages, had treated cavalierly enough. Did
the public singer, Geliotte, on becoming old, fall through his
part at the Court theatre? It was remarked,” said Bach-
aumont,* *that he showed only the remains of the great
man.”

Voltaire, to whom this title was most generally accorded,
was also the most lavish in bestowing it on others. With it
he paid his physician Tronchin, who, it is true, deserved it
better than most men. He wrote to Vauvenargues:4  This

¥ Mémoires Secrets. 1762.

t 1746.—Vuuvenargues died the following year. There is reason to doubt whether
in spite of Voltaire's cajolery, he rewmaiped his friend to the last.
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age did not deserve you ; but so it is that it possesses you,
and I bless nature. I said a year ago that you are a great
man.” He wrote to Thomas: * You are made to celebrate
great men. It is your vocation to portray your fellows.”
And when he loses Madame Chatelet, his female friend, as he
could not, in good French, call her grande femme,* it is still
grand homme, great man, that we find him calling her when,
in writing to the King of Prussia,{ he says, “ I have lost a
friend of five-and-twenty years’ standing, a great man, who
had but the one fault of being a woman.”

Great is the variety, besides, as must have been already
seen from these few specimens, in the forms which he gave to
this hackneyed compliment. Does Condorcet’s Pascal come
to hand, that is to say, the antichristian notes with which
Condorcet enriched his new edition of Pascal?>—*“I1 have
read,” said he, ‘“the Pascal, or rather the Anti-Pascal, of a
man who is superior to Pascal.” Does this greater man than
Pascal publish, for it was the fashion, some éloges #—* I was
asked the other day,” writes Voltaire, * what I thought of
the Eloges of M. de Condorcet. I replied by writing on the
title-page, ¢Justice, accuracy, learning, clearness, precision,
taste, elegance, and nobleness.’” Has he occasion to speak
of Marmontel ?—¢ Qur age must have lain sweltering in the
mud, had not the fifteenth chapter of Belisarius been written.”
Has he to speak of La Harpe, on the announcement of a new
piece from his pen ?—* Europe is waiting for Melanie,” says
he. In his correspondence with D’Alembert, we find per-
petually, “ My dear great man—my dear universal genius—
adieu, thou man who art above thine age and country—adieu,
great man—adieu, eagle,” and the like;} the whole, to give

* @rande femme means tall woman.—Trans. t Octuber 1749.
$ Which did not pr him from laughing on some sions at D’Alembert, as he
laughed at everybody. In 1771, after calling him in an epistle
“ Mind deep and just, my perfect friend, true sage,”
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higher relief to these magnificent expressions, amid fami-
liarities and obscenities of all sorts. D’Alembert is more re-
served. He says no more ordinarily than “ My dear master,”
and this, no doubt, is the title to which Voltaire had the best
claim ; but one is amused to find Voltaire himself sometimes
take a fancy for calling himself the disciple of one or other of
those who never had any other master than himself. To that
same Diderot, to whom, in 1760, we have seen him write that
he looked on him * as a man whom the world could not be
without,” see what he further writes in 1773 : “I have been
very agreeably surprised by receiving your letter, signed
Diderot. Figure to yourself what would have been the joy
of an old soldier, covered with wounds, had he had a letter
from M. Turenne!” Here we have the patriarch making
himself a scholar; the generalissimo descending to the rank
of a simple soldier. He well knew that the best way to com-
mand was to seem to obey.

But it is chiefly with the great and the wealthy that we
find him most at his ease in his eulogies, and professing
serious surprise if charged with exaggeration. He sneers at
Corneille for dedicating his Cinna to M. de Montauron, the
financier, and for calling him another Augustus; but if we
never find himself on his knees before mere riches, all that is
required to deify them, in his eyes, is their being placed at
the service of the doctrines of the day. Do but that, and
he sends to the Marquis de Ximenes, asking him to guess out the author, verses which
the Marquis does not hesitate to attribute to him, and that without his defending him-

self from the charge :
“Th’ Encyclepédie alliance
Proud of their chief see strut,
- Of universal science

A treasure never shut.

This praise that personage
Buits well, for D’Alembert
I own an ape beyond compare

Of savant, wit, and sage.”
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you are the man for him; be a millionnaire, and you shall
have talents; ay, genius even will be yours. One might
make a volume of his compliments to Helvetius. Nor let it
" be thought that he had waited, at least, for the publication of
that great book of his, which was to make so much noise,
before he proclaimed its author a great man. Helvetius,
although this is not generally known, began his career as a
writer of verses. It was those verses that Voltaire professed
to admire, and to admire, too, as he admired those of nobody
else, except perhaps Racine’s, and even that not always :—
“ Shall I not see the verse you make,
Thou charming friend and wit sublime ?
Heav'n bids you of that fire partake
To which Boileau could never climb :
Mere imitation marks his rhyme;

Creative genius once might be
My gift, but now it rests with thee.”

A year passes,* and still we find him addressing him as
“my dear rival, my poet, my philosopher,” for this last ex-
pression was beginning to include all that could be said in
praise of a man’s talents and virtues. . He seems to dread
lest “ this new Apollo,” who was in fact sufficiently modest,
should not admire himself enough. * You know not,” he
writes to him, ¢ what beauties that epistle will have ; and I
tell you that the finest of Boileau’s will be inferior to it.”

IIT.—But let a regal crown at last overpower his vision,
or, at least, authorize his acting like a man whose sight is
overpowered, we then find him out-Heroding Herod in the
fulsomeness of his eulogies. It will be evident that we speak
of his flatteries to the King of Prussia.

We would remark, nevertheless, that people have, perhaps,
gone a little too far in their raillery at the literary pretensions

#1741,
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of that prince. First of all, be it observed, these pretensions
were not really what they are understood to have been. The
king’s main object in writing was amusement; he was nowise
vain of his productions, as may at once be inferred from his
never being afraid to have them corrected and polished.
* As long as. the sun shall shine upon the world,” he writes
to Voltaire, in 1770, ¢ your works will last; as for mine, it
will be said : It is much to say that this king was not quite
a blockhead. This and this is tolerable ; had he been born
in private life, he might have made a living as a corrector of
the press.” '

We think, in fact, that one can hardly refuse him a place
among second-rate authors. He has written, setting aside
objections on the score of his bad doctrines, pages that are
not wanting in eloquence ; he has composed—and here we
speak of that only which was really his—verses which are
not those of a bad poet. Besides, we must distinguish be-
twixt his first rude attempts and what he wrote afterwards.
In his correspondence with Voltaire, the progress he makes is
very marked, and continues to the last; indeed, towards the
close, you will find here and there a letter which would not
have been unworthy of Voltaire himself.

But Voltaire had not waited for these improvements when
he expressed an unreserved admiration, constantly divided—
these are his words—between the great writer and the great
king. His innumerable letters to that prince form a sort of
complete course of the art of praising. There you have in-
cense of all sorts, from the coarsest to the most refined, and
meet with the same things re-occurring under twenty, thirty,
forty different forms, ever new and ever striking. It presents
a sad chef-d’euvre, but certainly it is one.

Let us say nothing of mere words, for of these there is an
infinite variety. Qreat man rarely occurs; it had become
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hackneyed. Hero, too, was rather too common a term ; but,
a8 Frederick seemed not to disdain it, it is occasionally ap-
plied to him. Genius was very well in its way; but some
such epithet as wuniversal or wunique is always studiously
added. We shall not find the prince called a great soul, for
that sounds rather classical, and then, too, he did not believe
in the soul ; but it must be thirty souls in one body, and that
satisfied both. Your Majesty being too much of an old-world
expression, it is made Your Immensity. Frederick is the
Solomon of the North, and the eighteenth century is tke age
of Frederick.
“ BehoM this savant circled round with glory,

A chief in battles, ruling with high hand -

Even Bellona—he whose ample soul

Runs its immortal course through all the arts ;

‘Who all things knows, all does, and who with ease

Springs from Parnassian to Olympian heights,
And now at whist and now at battles plays.”*

“You, and you only, worthily can sing
Your matchless virtues ; you whose royal hand
I've seen the lyre and lance alternate bear :
You who, in style as rapid as in deeds,
‘Write prose—write poetry—with all the ease
‘With which you take from enemies a town.” ¢

“ O king-philosopher, how bright my course !
By flow'ry paths I shall 8ans-8ouct leave
For flelds Elysian, converse there to hold
‘With Mark-Aurelius on his greatest heir
In kingly arts and high philosophy ;
There read thy history to Sallust, struck
‘With envy at its charms beyond his own.}
Lycurgus of your laws shall hear ; your verse
To Maro I'll repeat; the mighty dead
Shall listen, with incredulous amaze,
To tales of talents so diverse that none,
Not e'en the greatest, e'er posseas’d them all.”

And all this, during those years, intermingled with remarks
on the monarch’s bad rhymes, heavy Teutonisms, on opinion

* 1741, t 1744,
$ History of the Iouse of Brandenburg, by the King of Prussia.
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spelt by the king opignon, on science, which he made a dis-
syllable, and a thousand faults of detail which Voltaire notes
that he might the better dispense with seeing great omes, but
not without begging a thousand pardons for calling the atten-
tion of 8o great a genius to such trifles. . With the aid of a
small twopenny file, how perfectly might all this be elabo-
rated!” And yet he knew better than any one that the
prince’s verses were not elaborated at all. To Voltaire they
were sent just as jotted down—that Voltaire whom he calls
his Aristarchus, and ends with calling him hig foul-linen
washer. In 1737, when Frederick first began to tease him
to death by sending him every scrap he indited, “ I am with
you,” writes Voltaire to him, ¢ as a circle infinitely small con-
centric with another circle infinitely great. All the radii of
the infinitely great circle run into the centre of the infinitely
small one, but what a difference between their circumfer-
ences!” A year after this, he writes: “I send you some of
my verses, and you honour me with some of yours. This re-
minds me of the perpetunal intercourse which, Hesiod says, the
earth holds with heaven. The earth sends up vapours, the
gods return the favour in dew.” Note that what Voltaire
had sent on this occasion was his Mérope, and that the return
on Frederick’s part had been a miserable ode on Patience,
addressed to his friend Kaiserling on his having the gout.

IV.—All these praises, it is true, the king repaid with
usury.

Racine went very far, even for that period, when he main-
tained, that what most of all should encourage the Academy
in its labours on the French language, was the thought of
its serving, and being likely ever better and better to serve,
for the celebration of the renown of Louis XIV.

What in that poet’s mouth had been a mere hyperbole for
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an occasion, Frederick made, in some sort, a reality in his
relations with Voltaire. He seemed to study French only to
enable him to praise Voltaire in his own tongue; and all
those niceties of expression which he succeeded in reaching,
well or ill, with his somewhat heavy pen, he was proud to
offer, as a bouquet of French flowers raised in Germany, to
the man to whose pages he had owed so much.

. This bouquet had at times so strong a perfume, that Vol-
taire himself, much used as he was to the smell of incense,
found it rather too much. In 1740, he beseeches the king
to abate somewhat the tone of a preface which that prince
had written for the Henriade, and which he had sent to Vol-
taire for correction. “I have to beg the favour,” he writes,
“of being allowed to retrench some things which I am very.
sensible I do not quite deserve. I am like some courtier of
sober views, if you ever meet with such, who would say to
you: ¢ A little greatness, if you please ; but not too much, for
that may turn my head.’”” Not that he really feared his
head might be turned; but, with the habitual tact that saw
at a glance what should be said, and what left unsaid, in
order to his being the man of the day, he would have dreaded
getting more praise than the public might have instantly
ratified.

We do not see, accordingly, that the flattery of his royal
disciple was always as agreeable to him as one might suppose.
Whatever, for example, might have been his pretensions to
reign supreme in his own field, he could not have liked to
hear such gross adulation as that addressed to him by the
king in 1736: “ You, before whom the Corneilles and Ra-
cines must hide their diminished heads.” No doubt, he felt
highly flattered at the prince expressing a desire to behold in
his person ¢ the highest perfection that that age and France
had produced ;” but he was evidently a little embarrassed with



58 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

phrases such as these: “ Your works would be enough to
immortalize twenty great men.”* ¢ None but a god could
comprise in one person all the perfections you possess.”+
“Fable tells us of a giant who had a hundred arms. You
have a hundred geniuses; you embrace the whole universe, as
Atlas bore it on his shoulders.”} ¢ You are the first-born of
thinking beings.”§ ¢ You are the hero of reason, the Pro-
metheus of our days, who brought celestial light for the illa-
mination of the blind.”|| ¢ Although I have come into the
world too soon to be present at the triumph of philosophy, I
do not regret it; I have seen Voltaire.”q “I will end my
letter as Louis XIV. did his epistle to Boileau: ‘I admire
and am dumb.” **

V.—Why have we pressed these details? Not, certainly,
for the pleasure to be found in retouching a picture, curiously
interesting, but very well known, and useless enough in itself.

The minutest details become valuable when they are linked
with the tendencies of an age. Then they often say more
than the greatest facts.

In Voltaire and Frederick we see the eighteenth century
in one of its main features; equality estabhshmg itself between
the kingship of thrones and the kingship of books.

It did not establish itself everywhere in the same manner.
Frederick seemed to feel happy in being the first to make it
a palpable fact; Louis XV, only submitted to it, but he sub-
mitted all the better in that he perceived it less or repelled it
more. The King of Prussia, in fact, with all his eagerness to
yield, in so far as words go, to the ideas of which Voltaire
was the representative, continued to act not the less as a king,
and as an absolute king; the King of France caused every
page that seemed to reflect upon the ancient rights of his

*1737. 1738 $1730.  §1740. [ 1769. Y1773 ** 1776,
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crown to be burned, and the new ideas occupy, in spite of him,
a large place even in his edicts.

From this incoherent fusion of the old and the new, be-
tween things established and ideas in course of being esta-
blished, there arose inconsistencies without end. Kings,
nations, great and small, all fell into them. Subjects—these
called themselves citizens ;* absolute kings—these fancied
themselves the friends of liberty.

In 1773, a posthumous work of Helvetius,} replete with
declamations against despotism, was dedicated to the most
absolute sovereign in Europe, and perhaps in the world, the
Empress of Russia. She accepted the homage thus paid to
her, and sincerely, too. She believed herself to be liberal, be-
cause she was an unbeliever, and gave a pension to D’Alem-
bert. ¢ What say you of the revolution in Sweden?” she
wrote, a year before, to Voltaire. ‘There we see a nation
lose, in less than a quarter of an hour, its form of government
and its liberty. We see the King of Sweden as despotic as
the King of France.” A curious lesson this ; still more curious
the person who gives it.

Louis X'V. did not give lessons in these matters; he con-
tented himself, we have said, with receiving them.

In 3749, Crebillon presented his Xerxes to him. The
king opened it at random, when his eye at once fell on the
following line :—

 Fear made the gods; audacity made kings.”
Far from being angry, he admired it; even then, he would
not have dared to entertain any other sentiment.

In 1763, the same thing happened with respect to Leblanc’s
Manco-Capac. This Manco-Capac was a poor enough piece,

® When the municipality of Calais decreed that Dubelloy should, on account of his
tragedy, have the title of citizen of that town, some wit remarked that Dubelloy was
about to be the only citizen in France.

t De PHomme et de ses Facultés (Of Man and his Faculties).
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a sort of contrat social expressed in lachrymose theatricals.
The principal character is a savage; and, thus far, nothing
could be better. But all he says is taken from Rousseau; all
that he does, he himself arranges in arguments after the man-
ner of Rousseau. Towards the close, for example, as the
high-priest is preparing to assassinate the son of the king, it is
this incomparable savage who is made to snatch the dagger
from his hand, exclaiming—

“See there the civilized—see, too, the savage man.”

On which the public made the theatre shake with its plaudits;
and the Court, too, applanded, for the piece was played two
days afterwards at the Court theatre; and none expressed
more admiration than the king, albeit it was filled, says
Bachaumont, “ with things strongly reflecting on royalty.—
But,” he adds, “all this the author softened down, by adding
‘the following four verses, addressed to the king :—
“ ¢I've drawn a king both just and merciful,
Of virtues meriting immortal glory.

Ah! how aught else could I have ever done?
My master was the model for my muse.'”

The master fancied himself praised; he durst not perceive
that it was at the expense of the throne—nay, at the expense
of society itself. In what quarter, at this epoch, do we not
find proofs of the same infatuation ?

‘When the printing of the Encyclopédie was interdicted for
the second time, Malesherbes, the director of the book trade,
ordered Diderot’s papers to be carried off; but he sent notice
to Diderot the day before. Great was the author’s gratitude,
but great, also, his embarrassment. For where was he to
conceal those papers? 'Who would be willing to take charge
of them? “Send them to me,” said Malesherbes; * nobody
will think of looking for them there ;" and his conscience is
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at rest ; he has no perception of his having betrayed his duty.
He was free to love Diderot, but that a man of honour—and
such he was—should have imagined such a farce, indicated
a deplorable relaxation in public morality. Moreover, the
secret, friends of the philosophers were not singular in so con-
triving matters as to remain on good terms with them. Few
believers know how to hit on & middle course between fanati-
cal hate and craven obsequiousness. We ought not to curse
the infidel ; no more ought we to behave as if we saw no-
thing between him and ourselves but a mere difference in our
opinions. '

“I never shall forget that one evening, at supper, in the
house of a young nobleman, a little abbé, dressed out like a
doll, had set himself to divert the company at the expense of
the old faith. When he came to speak of hell, which he called
his feu de joie, an old army officer, the only one of the party
that did not laugh, said to him : ¢ Sir, looking at your uni-
form, I can plainly see what regiment you belong to; but it
appears to me that you are a deserter.” ¢Sir,’ he replied,
continuing to smile, ¢ there may be some truth in what you
say; but I am not in my corps what you are in yours, a field
officer.” ¢ Good !’ replied the officer; ¢ that you never should
be, for, judging by your conduct, you ought to have been
hanged long ago.’”* But few were like this field-officer.

In 1766, among the charges brought against the Chevalier
de la Barre, who was condemned to a horrible punishment,
there was that of having recited a certain infamous ode ; yet
Piron, the author of that very ode, had long enjoyed a pension
from the royal privy purse. It was Montesquieu who had got
him this pension, to console him for having been unable, on
account of that same ode, to get admission into the Academy.
Nor would Montesquieu himself have found admission there,

* Montell, Les Franpais des divers élats.
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but for the weakness with which people allowed themselves
to be overborne by the novel ideas and the hardihood of the
day. It was to his Persian Letters, the only work he had
published at the time, that he had owed his election; and
that book was fitted to shock all that the Academy was spe-
cially bound to see respected—religion, the memory of Louis
XIV., and the honour of the Academy itself.

As for religion, Montesquieu had done more harm to it by
his sarcastic levity than others, afterwards, by writing large
books. This, let us not forget, was prior to the raillery of
Voltaire. Montesquieu’s pleasantries, though less indecent and
less fierce, were, for the time, not less scandalously audacious.

Then, as for Louis XIV., he had accused him of despotism,
pride, prodigality, and feebleness ;* he had been the first to
say in a book what had, till then, been said only in pamphlets
and in songs. .

‘What, besides, had he not said of the Academy ? T have
heard people talk of a kind of tribunal called the French
Academy. Not another court in the whole world commands
less respect ; for it is said, that no sooner has it pronounced
its verdicts than the people annuls them.

“ Those who compose this court have nothing to do but to
talk. Eulogy takes its seat, as of its own accord, in the midst
of this unceasing babble.

" This body has forty heads, all of them filled with figures,
metaphors, and antitheses. So many mouths hardly speak
except in the way of exclamation. Its ears are ever itching
for well-balanced and harmonious sentences. As for eyes, no
attention is paid to them ; it seems as if made only for speak-
ing, but not for seeing. It was once said that it bad greedy
hands, but I leave that to be decided by those who know
more of the matter than I.

’ * Letters xxviii. acd cvil.
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“ Here are oddities such as are not to be seen in our
Persia. We have no turn for such singular and oddly-fashioned
establishments.” ¥

It was with these passages in his hand, that Montesquieu
proceeded to knock at the door of the Academy, and the
Academy hastened to let him in. Like the wife of Sganarelle,
it liked to be beaten. Montesquieu had boldly assaulted the
ancient order of things, and this was enough for the very
defenders of monarchical and literary tradition to think them-
selves bound to recompense him. Hardly had he been ad-
mitted a member when he set out on a tour through Europe,
and nowhere did this man, who had buffeted the Popes,+ meet
with a warmer reception than in the city of the Popes, and
from a Pope—from Benedict XIII., who, however, was not
Benedict XIV., the future friend of Voltaire. Then, when
admitted to an audience, on taking leave, he had bestowed on
him one of those old pontifical favours which had, even at
that time, become ridiculous—that of being allowed to eat
flesh on Fridays. The story goes, that when payment for the
diploma to that effect came to be asked for, the Pope having
said nothing about its being given gratis, Montesquieu said,
that the Pope being an honest fellow, he would trust to his
word. This was another stroke added to the Persian Letters.
Whose fault was it ?

Voltaire himself did not disdain, in case of need, these stale
favours. In 1770, having had an opportunity of doing some
services to the Capuchin monks of Gex, he got from Father
Alamballa, the general of that order, the patent of temporal
Jather of that monastery, and for this he thanked him without
laughing, and with the heartiest feeling. But did he not, in

* Letter Ixxiii.
t Letters xxiv. and xxix. “The Pope is the chief of the Christians. He is an old
idol, to whom people present incense from custom,” &c.
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1761, go so far as to ask for relics? “ It is my destiny,” said
he, “to buffet Rome, and to make her subservient to my
small desires. The experiment of Makomet encourages me.
I am making, accordingly, a pretty demand on the holy
Father—no less than that of & gift of relics for my church, an
indulgence in articulo mortis, and, during my lifetime, a capi-
tal bull for myself alone, granting me permission to cultivate
the earth on holidays without being damned.”* In point of
fact, a few months after, he writes : ¢ I have received, on one
and the same day, relics from the Pope and Madame de Pom-
padour’s portrait. The relics consist of the hair shirt of St.
Francis.” In 1745, at the time of that famous experiment
of Mahomet, what a stir there was about getting a letter from
the Pope, and, when the letter came, what transports of joy
followed ! ¢ Truly, the celestial favours cannot be too widely
diffused, and the holy Father’s letter is made for publicity.
It is well that the persecutors of good people should know
that I am screened from their attacks by the robe of the vicar
of God.”+ And all that he said on that occasion with a
sarcastic grin, he would say upon other occasions with the
utmost seriousness; for it was not only to divert himself that
he assumed the air of being on good terms with the Court of
Rome. It furnished one, among other means, of replying to
his enemies. He well knew that people would not believe
him ; for, in reality, he would have been very angry had
they done so. ¢ As for you,” he wrote to Frederick in 1759,
“ you would still caress the wretch (I’infame) with one hand,
while you would wound her with another; you would treat
her as you usually do me and everybody.”

But how could the wreich submit to such caresses? In
1745, we might still let matters pass. The question was only
about accepting the dedication of a piece, the author of which

# Letter to D'Argental. t Ihid.

N

AN



INFIDEL ARROGANCE—PAPAL WEAKNESS, 65

had said: “7To whom could I more fitly address a satire on
the cruelties and the errors of a false prophet, than to the
vicar and the imitator of a God of peace and of truth ?”’ But
in 1761, to him who could affirm, “I am tired of hearing them
say that but twelve men were required to found their religion ;
I will clearly show them that no more than one is required
for its destruction :”” but to Voltaire, in fine—for that name
alone implied everything—relics were sent ! Thunders of the
Vatican, where were ye then ?

They were asleep ; they durst no longer not sleep. Ecclesi-
astical and governmental toleration sometimes showed itself
in singular details. Duclos, in 1766, took a journey to Rome ;
and the first kind action offered to him by a cardinal, was to
apply to the Pope in his favour for permission to have in his
possession and to read the forbidden books. It was feared
that his being deprived of them might too sensibly affect him ;
and it was reckoned among the duties imposed by hospitality
to lose no time in supplying him with such food for his soul,
just as one would like to procure for his guest some favourite
dish of the nation he comes from. When Marmontel, in 1760,
was committed to the Bastile, it happened to be Friday. An
excellent fast-day dinner was brought to him, which he fell
to without dreaming of anything better. But just as his ser-
vant, whom he had been allowed to retain, began to make
his dinner of what was left, there was brought in a meat
dinner. The first had been intended for the servant. The
eourt could venture to imprison a philosopher, but durst not
compel him to eat a fast-day dinner.

L]
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It was not, perhaps, so much from fear as from the general
tide of ideas that positions, which might still have been cap-
able of defence, were abandoned without a struggle. It was
not courage that was wanting ; it was faith; I mean political
and social faith, for we shall have to speak of the other else-
where. With a king who durst not have faith in the royal
authority, and an aristocracy who thought it fashionable no
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longer to have faith in nobility, the levellers necessarily had
all their own way.

In the time of Louis XIV., on the contrary, the idea of
inequality appears to us to have been deeply engraven on the

minds of the little no less than of ‘the great. No doubt you
* would hear it said in the pulpit, that men are equal; you
would see both Court and city applaud Boileau’s outbreaks
against noblemen without virtue ; but from this to practical
consequences, the distance still was such that no one dreamt
of overleaping it. Of a host of men of letters, none—and
Boilean no more than any other—would take offence at being
kept at & distance by those great folks, *baked,” he would
say, ‘of the same clay with himself;” and if those great ones
ever deigned to become accessible, this would make those
who were thus permitted to approach them, grateful, but not
the bolder on that account. Then, again, what gratitude,
what effusion of feeling, what transports, when they conde-
scended to bestow any striking mark of interest on men of
letters, or on literature! Nor was it only towards Richelieu,
or towards Louis XIV., that the whole literary world of
France, with the academies at its head, was lost in everlasting
acknowledgments. There was not a nobleman who could not
be a Richelieu, a Louis XIV., an Augustus. The Duke de
la Force had founded the academy of Bordeaux, and this was
enough to lead to his hearing himself, at & solemn meeting,
called ¢ That protector, whose mighty genius watches over
us. We have seen him,” the speaker goes on to say, ¢ quit
the charms of the Court and make us sensible of his presence
even in the depth of our provinces. It is thus that ancient
fable represents to us those beneficent deities, who, from their
dwelling-places in the heavens, came down to the earth, for
the civilization of savage tribes.”” And the author of this
fine compliment to the Bordolese was no starving poet—it
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was Montesquieu, and in 1716. Even in our days it is worth
while to attend to what could be written by an author who
piqued herself, it is true, on her great fidelity to the ideas of
the good old times. ¢ Our kings have ever loved literature,”
says Madame de Genlis.* “In the period of the very first race,
Chilperic wanted to perfect French orthography, and to add
Greek letters to the alphabet. There were two learned men
who preferred having their ears cut off to accepting the inno-
vation.” Here, truly, we have a well-chosen example, and a
protector, in fact, whom we should be ungrateful to forget.

But, to return to the times of Louis XIV., people, generally
speaking, were no more shocked at seeing & man above them-
selves in the social hierarchy, than to see one endowed with a
stronger constitution, or of a better size, or more agreeable
features ; one might regret having had an inferior share of
the goods of fortune, as the dwarf might regret his not being
a few inches higher ; but the inequality of ranks had become
as natural, in some sort, as that of the proportions of the body
in different persons. Besides this, no shame attached to living
in dependence on the great. Since the latter were proud to
discharge servile offices to the king,+ who would have thought
himself degraded by doing the same thing to them ? Pensions,
and even money given in hand, were thought honourable;
something analogous, in short, to the ribbons and crosses of
the present day. Crown pieces coming from a Louis XIV.,
from a prince of Condé, from a simple duke, or from a finance
minister of high reputation, were like medals conferring glory
on him that received them.

Under Louis XV., most of these peculiarities seemed still
to hold their ground; and yet they covered quite a different

* Dictionnaire des Etiquettes.

t « It is I who have the honour to take the dressing-gown of the King of Spain when
he goes to bed, and to give it to him, along with his slippers, when he rizes.”—Letter of
the Priucess des Ursins to Madame de Maintenon.
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state of things; they sometimes even acquired strength in
proportion as the foundation beneath became more seriously
affected. Towards the close of that reign, while equality was
proclaimed on the housetops, access to the higher ranks of the
army was closed against the commonalty (roturiers) by a more
formal ordonnance than any that had yet appeared. And even
in the ranks of the commonalty, distinctions became more
marked than ever. Never had precedency among trades and
employments been more strictly observed than after people
began to talk of abolishing the corporations—those old aristo-
cracies of the wareroom and the workshop. A lady of high
rank wanted a coachman ; she found one who seemed likely
to suit her. ¢ But,” said he; “ before engaging myself, I
should like my lady to say to whom my lady gives precedency
in the streets.” “To everybody,” she replied. ‘If others
give it me, I take it; if not, I wait my turn.” ¢In that
case,” the man rejoined, “I cannot close with Madame. I
never give place to any but princes of the blood.”” Mark that
this great lord in livery, whose name was Girard, ended with
being a red-hot democrat. In 1793, being appointed public
accuser, he sent to the scaffold those very aristocrats who
were not aristocratical enough, in his opinion, in 1780.

II.—Seldom does it happen, generally speaking, that the
-same fact and the same idea preserve, at the distance of a
century, the same meaning and the same importance.

Thus, for example, according as religion shall be more or
less rooted in a people’s mind and heart, one and the same
fact may or may not be an assault upon it.

Are we indignant at the buffooneries with which sacred
history was seasoned four or five centuries ago, in what were
called Mysteries? Sad to think, no doubt, that Christianity
should have sunk so low ; but those farces, owing precisely to
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that circumstance, were not in the least the offspring of infi-
delity. It was immediately after attending mass that people
went to hear Jesus Christ jesting with His disciples, and the
mass of the following day was not the less respected. See, at
a later period; the jests of Rabelais, Machiavel, Aretin, of an
Archbishop . La Casa, of a Cardinal Bembo, and of many
others. Were they charged with impiety? And Ariosto ?
‘Why, Leo X. attended the representation of his far from ortho-
dox comedies. Leo X. was no great believer; but he was
the Pope, and a Pope would not have sanctioned by his pre-
sence what would have been regarded as derogatory to the
faith. But let us suppose these same comedies written in
the seventeenth century, at the time of Esther and Athalie,
and even then they could have had none but avowed libertines
for either authors or spectators.

More than this : what was still harmless at this latber period
-—could we suppose it written a hundred years later—must be
appreciated very differently. Think you that the Lutrin could,
in the eighteenth century, have been the work of a good
believer like Boileau? Those same pleasantries, with which
the Lamoignons, the Montausiers, and even Bourdaloue were so
delighted, would only have seemed echoes of Voltaire. Even
at the present day, although antichristian pleasantry be less
in fashion, and though there be less risk of the Lutrin assum-
ing an irreligious signification, no believer would write it.*

Accordingly, there was little enough sincerity in the bold
spirits of the eighteenth century, when they sought to shelter
themselves behind those old exhibitions of boldness. They
merely repeated, if we are to believe them, what had been
said with impunity during those epochs when thought was

* The same fact might be noted in another question which we shall afterwards touch
upon. Who is it that would repeat, at the present day, unless in avowing bimself a
communist, the strong things said by Pascal and Boileau against property ?
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less free, and power more absolute. Was Louis XV., then,
more sensitive than Louis XIV., and his clergy more severe
than Bossnet? This was mere sophistry. The times had
changed. Every shake was serious, however gentle the im-
pulse of the hand that gave it. Dangerous ideas are like those
diseases which, according to the season and the state of the
atmosphere, turn out of little consequence, or become mortal.

Without observing this, we should be unable to compre-
hend the effect which might be produced at such or such an
epoch, by such or such an attack, which may appear to us to
be mild indeed ; by such or such a writing, as, at the present
day, we should consider neither very mischievous nor very
violent. 'Who has not witnessed the profound astonishment,
into which the Encyclopédie, for example, sometimes throws
readers little versed in the history of those times? ¢ What!”
they exclaim, ¢ is this what preachers tell us shook the altar
and the throne ? Is this the article on the soul, which, from
the publication of the first volume, excited so many apprehen-
sions and so much wrath? But we bave read matter ten
times worse in books which are found everywhere, and even
in newspapers which do not pass for being the worst.”

All this is true. We have done like Mithridates : we have
habituated ourselves to poisons.

This sad habit has nevertheless its good side. Bad books,
at the present day, generally do lesg mischief than one would
at first sight imagine, on looking at the monstrous ideas that
are accumulated in them; the most incendiary newspapers,
excepting in certain moments of crisis, end with being read
as one would read it matters not what. At what point shall
we stop? Are our children to become habituated to some-
thing still worse? A hundred years ago, atheism was thought
the extreme ; and not even then was it seen in all its naked-
ness. Well, then, what La Mettrie and Diderot could not
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have thought possible, there are people who overleap. Not
content with denying the existence of God, and that in the
face of the sun, they have written that the very idea of a
God is the source of miseries and of crimes. ¢ The first duty
of intelligent and free man,” according to them, *is strenu-
ously to banish the idea of God from his mind and his con-
science. For God, if He exist, is essentially hostile to our
nature, and we are nowise amenable to His authority. We
make our way to science in spite of Him, to outward comfort -
in spite of Him, to society in spite of Him; every step in our
progress is a victory, in which we crush the Divinity.”* Wher
bla.sphcmy runs into such raving madness as this, the remedy
is not far from the disease.

IIL.—Two causes, then—to return to the other century—
gave notoriety and importance to all that did not fall within
the old circle of ideas.

First, it was novelty. There was the novelty of the ideas
themselves, and there was also—and this, in reality, had most
attractions—the novelty of the very freedom with which people
ventured to announce them; for the press, in fact, was free.
Sometimes openly, and with licenses filched from the censors;
sometimes clandestinely, or beyond the French frontier—
everything was printed. There were just encugh of obstacles
to give a daily fresh zest to the pleasure of vanquishing them ;
just enough of severities exercised to give everything new the
attractiveness of forbidden fruit. Cloyed with everything
else, that generation could not fail to find a relish in the only
food they were not sated with. Montesquieu, Voltaire him-
self, on their arrival in England, found the fruits of English
liberty almost too much for their taste. Every morning, on
reading the opposition newspapers, they seemed to think that

* Systéme des Contradictions cconomiques, ch. Vil
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not only the ministry, but the monarchy itself, would be
shivered to atoms within four-and-twenty hours.* Who, then,
could wonder at the effect produced in France by the first
echoes, feeble as they were, of that confounding din which
had frightened Voltaire on his setting foot on a free soil ?

Moreover—and this is the second cause—as authors let it
be seen that they durst not speak out all they had to say,
their readers outran their words; and it was only after
doubling their force, that their full meaning was supposed to
be got at.

The contrary takes place at the present day. We have
seen so much exaggeration both of words and of ideas, that
we hold ourselves, 8o to speak, on the hither side of what we
read; and the wisest authors are led to exaggerate, if they
would obtain a little belief.

At that period, accordingly, the reader never failed to
amplify, to comment, and to complete. The most innocent
phrase in appearance, perhaps even in reality, was supposed
to involve some enormity of freethinking. Next, the attacks
were concealed, and discovered themselves in quarters where
they would least have been looked for in other times. Thus,
in the Encyclopédie, the shortest articles in physics, chem-
istry, and even algebra, entered deeply at times into philo-
sophy, religion, and politics. That Bible of modern times
had, as has sometimes been believed of the old, two meanings
—one for the vulgar, the other for adepts. But in the
eighteenth century all were adepts. Everybody looked for
the hidden meaning ; every one discovered more or less of it.

The Abbé Girard, author of French Synonyms, published
his grammar in 1747. At first, it was read as a grammar;
then, of a sudden, it was remarked by somebody, that the

* « As the devil is seen in the periodical papers, it is thought that the people are about
to revolt immediately."—Montesquieu, Pensdes sur  Angleterve.
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phrases quoted as examples are almost all borrowed from the
philosophical langnage of the day. Was this somebody a
friend or an enemy? Had the author had the intention that
was imputed to him, or had he been only the involuntary
echo of the phraseology of the moment? We cannot say;
but from that time forward, there was nobody in France that
did not set himself to search in his work for something very
different from grammatical disquisitions.

In the Encyclopédie, not far from the famous article Ame
(the Soul), an insignificant phrase had likewise been made
all of a sudden to assume an immense importance. It runs
thus: “ Most men honour letters as they honour religion and
virtue—that is to say, as something they cannot understand,
or love, or practise.”* Cannot! Here was a phrase which
was to be attacked as fatalist, impious, or, worse still, Jan-
genist.} It is certain that this word, when rigorously ap-
plied to the knowledge and the practice of religion, touched
on the deepest questions—on predestination, grace, free-will.
It was replied that the author, in this passage, had evidently
never dreamt of so applying it; that the phrase, besides,
was taken from Vauvenargues,} in whose works divines had
never condemned or remarked it. But it could be rejoined,
not without reason, that the suwrrounding matter gave it, in
the Encyclopédie, a seriousness which did not belong to it
elsewhere.

Many other pieces were in the same case. However in-
nocent in the authors from whom they were taken, they
assumed, in their new position, a hostile and formidable

* Article, Amour des Sciences et des Arts—(Liove of the Sciences and Arts).
+ Racine is known to have had much annoyance on account of the two lines in his

Phédre:—
“ You love; his destiny man cannot alter,

A fatal charm bore you perforce along.”
$ Introduction a la Connaissance de Tesprit Humain.
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attitnde. Nothing more inoffensive than street pavement,
yet it is with pavement stones that barricades are made.

IV.—The resistance offered by the Government was not
therefore always so puerile as one may be tempted to believe,
when he looks at the apparent slightness of the motives to it.
Many things seem to us now to have been contemptible affairs,
which nowise were so then. Louis XIV. might have tolerated
attacks made on whatever was not himself: he had laughed
at the cries of the victims of Boileau, Moliére, and La Bruyére ;
he had been the first to hold Cotin ridiculous, when the poor
abbé wished to point to the enemies of the throne in his own
personal enemies. But as for the enemies of the Cotins,
under Louis XV., it was impossible any longer to be blind
to the fact, that their shafts took a much higher flight, and
one needed to take care to be well out of their reach.

The drama, in particular, filled a large space among the
great affairs of state. The question whether a piece was to
be allowed to appear, or to be prohibited, was one before
which all the interests of the day would quail for a whole
‘month. That same monarch, who was known to be a stranger .
to all that was doing in his kingdom, was seen, sceptre in
hand, to weigh the destiny of a comedy or of a couplet. The
very administration of the theatres, down to the pettiest de-
tails, emanated from him. It was in the king’s name that
the prices of the places were posted up; and while these
words, au nom du rot, when put at the head of great edicts,
were looked upon as a mere form, it was known that here
they really meant in the king’s name, and that he had really
interested himself in the business. Even in the provinces,
although the central authority intervened less then than now
in the details of the administration, all theatrical affairs
emanated from the minister of the royal household. Indeed
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there were occasionally, as at Marseilles in 1753, rather serious
conflicts on that subject between the municipalities and the
crown.

In 1766, people wished to know if the Partie de la Chasse
d'Henri IV. (Henry IV.s Hunting Party), by Collé, was
to be allowed to appear. The predicament was sufficiently
serious. Could the King of France allow his ancestor to ap-
pear on the stage, even in a character that did him honour?
This question, by order of Louis XV., was remitted to the
council of state, and opinions there were found to be divided.
The king would try the affair himself. It was examined by
the ministers in council, and the -play was not authorized.
But while interdicted at Paris, it was allowed to be produced
at the provincial theatres.

In 1768, it was Ericie or the Vestal, by a now forgotten
author, Fontenelle, that was to receive its sentence. Approved
by the players, it was rejected by the censorship, in conse-
quence of its being, in what it says of vestals, full of allu-
sions to conventual cunning. But reclamations and agitation
following, it was sent by the lieutenant of police—to whom
does the reader think P—to the archbishop, with a request for
his opinion. The archbishop, great in excommunicating
comedians, was doubtless prepared to reply that he could not,
in any case, approve of a play. Not at all. He appointed a
commission, composed of parish priests and doctors. Upon
their advice, after a long examination, the piece was anew

forbidden. The printing of it was also prohibited. It needs -

not be said that forthwith it was printed—that the prohibi-
tion promoted the sale, and even enhanced its reputation.

On another occasion, it was the Reapers of Favart that was
under sentence. The royal censor, M. Marin, thought the
piece g0 good, so harmless, that instead of a mere approbatory
formula, he wrote at the end of it quite a eulogium. “ If,”
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said he, “ none but pieces such as this, had ever been repre-
sented in our theatres, there never would have been & question
raised about the danger of plays, and the severest moralists
would have been as zealous in recommending them, as they
have been in the warmth of those declamations by which they
have endeavoured to keep the public from attending them.”
And this magnificent passport was printed at the beginning
of the play. But no sooner was this done, than those great
enemies of the theatre, the Jansenists, exclaimed that it was
scandalous. How had the censor exceeded his bounds! All
well to approve of theatrical pieces, for that is his trade; but
let him not approve of the theatre. The comptroller-general,
M. de ’Averdy, was applied to, and he was a man that did
not understand raillery in such matters. He was remonstrated
with on the enormity of the case, and the poor censor lost a
pension of two thousand livres.

But we shall return again to the subject of the official cen-
sorship.  Its history is a highly interesting one, at an epoch
when its worn-out arms had to make head against so many
fresh-whetted blades.

V.—From the importance of writings, even the harmless
and the feeble, there naturally followed the importance of
authors, even second, third, and fourth-rate.

To this result, it is true, they did their best to contribute
by the importance they mutually attributed to each other.
Not that they did not well know how, in case of their quar-
relling, to send each other back to their proper places, and
even in words with which no author at the present day would
dare to pollute his pen; but with that exception, each knew
how to respect in his fellows the authority of the grand corps
of literary men, and the public could not but submit with
docility to people who seemed to listen to each other with
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such profound respect. No sooner was one enrolled in the
caste, than he was entitled to all its honours. When Mar-
montel, whom we have seen 0 emphatically praised by the
grand master, wrote under a portrait of Roussean :—

“ Sages, behold a portrait limned for you,
All else, withdraw !—’its only for the few.®

Rousseaw, for it was in 1753, had as yet published only his
first discourse. But he was on friendly terms with the chiefs ;
he promised to be a vigorous champion of the party; and
nothing more was wanted in order to his being a great man.
Sages, behold.

* I8 Tacitus or Newton he
‘Whom in that amiling brow you see ?*

wrote Marmontel further, that same year, under a portrait of
d’Alembert. For Marmontel excelled in the art of flattering
the chiefs of the squad, and found his advantage in it. The
provinces, in case of need, paid the debts of Paris. Mar-
montel, when at Bordeaux, on visiting the port of that city,
had the honour of a salute, and the artillery discharged on
that occasion, found echoes even to the extremities of Europe.
In 1768, his Belisarius was printed in the Russian tongue, and
a letter from the Empress to the author announced to him
that the translation was by herself, assisted by several noble-
men of her court.

" In general, with all its talent, the eighteenth century knew
not how to assign to authors their true place. It succeeded in
this at last, but only after having hailed at the horizen innu-
merable stars whose lustre hardly lasted for an hour.

We should say, with M. Villemain, that is was the golden
age of writers of mediocrity; but indeed, to speak plainly,
mediocrity is too honourable a term to apply to the greater
number of the men included in that remark. Voltaire had
often expressed his surprise and chagrin at this being the case.
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 Genius,” he would say, “ has only one age,* after which it
must needs degenerate.” Although such remarks, in his
mouth, always supposed an exception in his own favour, they
were not the less just. The more the conquests that appeared
to him to be made by reason, the more was he struck with per-
ceiving rather decline than progress in everything else.

A great lord, as d’Alembert relates the story,{ asked a
man of letters how best he might judge of verses. * Always
say that they are bad,” replied the man of letters, * and the
odds are a hundred to one that yon will not be in the wrong.”

This is an advice which we might almost venture to give
to any one in want of a recipe for judging of the eighteenth
century. With the exception of about a score of works, say
always “ bad,” and you run little risk of being wrong.

Oaly be it observed, that we do not use the word dad here,
in the sense of dangerous and immoral, for thus reckoning,
there will be found some very bad ones among the twenty
that we have excepted, as there would also be found some
very good ones among the rest. We speak only of their claims
to talent. Instead of bad, if you choose, we might say,
valueless.

The Abbé Galiani used to say that there are three sorts of
reasonings as well as of resoundings (rafsonnements comme
de résonnements)—of pitchers, of steeple bells, and of men.
Pitchers, when there is a mere clatter without either reason-
ing or eloguence ; steeple bells, eloquence without reasoning ;
. man, both eloquence and reasoning. Galiani might have
added that the first class is never so numerous as when every-
body professes to belong to the third.

. Great, accordingly, in the eighteenth century, is the num-
ber of good-for-nothing books. As soon as you descend from

* Age of Louis XIV., ch. xxxii.
t Dialogue between Poesy and Philosophy.
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those of the first rank, you no longer find ideas, style, sub-
stance, or form; you ask yourself at every step, how such
wretched stuff could have escaped dying at its birth. Even
in the pleasantries—epigrams, songs, and short theatrical
pieces—you are confounded at the platitudes which that cen-
tury could applaud.

Although ours, too, certainly, has its prepossessions and its
silly fancies, it must be admitted, we think, that it has a
sounder taste. It has, no doubt, continued to make light of
morals and all sort of principles; but on the field of talent
it has been more difficult to please, and the general level of
writers has been notably elevated. Mediocrities abound,
but there are fewer nullities. Our poorest writings have all a
certain value. If our most renowned writers do not surpass
or even equal the illustrious authors of the last century, the
rest are incontestably richer in .talent, in information, and in
mind. Tt would be hard to find a single work so absolutely
valueless as a hundred which one might name among last
century’s productions.

To what can we ascribe this feebleness? In a great mea-
sure, evidently, to the ease with which people contrived to get
themselves spoken of for little or nothing. The public tole-
rated all the interested expressions of admiration lavished on
little men by the leaders of parties; it allowed the living to
be spoken of in a way that, at other times, would scarcely
have been endured in speaking of the most illustrious dead.
“ QOne can hardly believe how low admiration has fallen in
this age,” said Montesquieu, who was one of the most ad-
mired.*

This was too often a freak of the opposite party also. To
extravagant eulogiums on the one side, were opposed extra-
vagant eulogiums on the other. When the Marquis de Mira-

' * Pensées diverses—(Various Thoughts),
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beau set himself, one knows not how, to admire Pompignan :
“J. B. Roussean,” he wrote, “ had not dared to venture on
hymns and prophecies; this it what M. Le Franc has done
with a success that astonishes me, and makes me feel a
shivering, as if at the approach of annikilation.” Has he to
speak of the criticisms of which M. Le Franc had been the
object P—* One must distrust,” says he, ¢ the levity of these
decisions, as ke would a hankering for parricide.’ In fine,
after quoting some verses: ¢ Whoever weeps not at these
verses,” he exclaims, “ will never weep but when he gets a
blow with the fist!”” And Pompignan prints all this at the
beginning of his works; and the philosophers enjoy their
laugh. They had enough to laugh at; but what had not they
themselves written ! '

In 1758, when Diderot’s Interpretation of Nature appeared,
let us hear what his friend Grimm said of it: “ I hold this
work to be so sacred, that I dare not touch it, or attempt to
take anything from it, lest I should profane it. I will there-
fore transcribe nothing out of it ; it must be read and re-read.
But I will say to those youths who are disposed to study na-
tural history—See, here is your hand-book : learn it by heart
before you advance a step in that science, and never make
one without recollecting your master’s lessons.,” A Christian
could speak no otherwise of the Gospel.

In 1754, on the occasion of some verses which that same
Diderot had taken it into his head to compose : ¢ The author
of these verses,” we find his friend Grimm again writing, “is

© & philosopher who has received from the gods a sublime head
and an excellent heart; he is 4 man whose universal talents
are as admirable as his virtues render him respectable to his
friends, and who recreates himself from his labours by the
graces, the gaiety,” &c. And this is called forth by six short
lines, very flat, and, still worse, very nasty !

F
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But how could one be sober in their praises towards a man
who threw them at your head with all the impetuosity of
fanaticism ? Diderot made a little better choice, perhaps, of
the objects of his admiration ; but once that he launched it
forth, it was like thunder. The man had been born a fanatic;
he admitted this. Every morning he required to have some-
thing to burn and something to worship. With this incessant
fever on him, did we not know his history, and were we asked
if we believed that he loved Richardson, we should say no.
The pen that tore the paper it wrote upon, would appear to
us too little sister to that which quietly moved over those long
volumes. Well, true it is, Diderot loved, and even adored
Richardson ; he praised him with enthusiasm, nay, with fury.
“Since becoming acquainted with Richardson’s romances,”
he wrote, ¢ they have become my touchstone. Those who
don’t like them are condemned by me. I have never spoken
of them to & man whom I esteem without quaking with alarm
lest his judgment should not agree with mine. I have never
met with a man who shared in my enthusiasm, whom I have
not been tempted to clasp in my arms.—And when,” he adds,
‘“he was seen absorbed, when interrogated on the subject of
his health, or about his family : ‘O my friends!’ he cried,
¢ Pamela, Clarissa, and Grandison, are three grand dramas!’”
This was mere burlesque, but it was at least sincere ; and so
many other admirations were but the results of an audacious
policy.

Even beyond the circle, honourable men allowed themselves
10 be duped into this tone in speaking of it, and carried their
incense to the gods of the day. The serious and scientific
Tissot, in one of his anatomical treatises,* called Diderot
¢ that illustrions man whose genius, equally vast, correct,
and fertile, seems to have exercised itself in all departments,

* Enay on the Mechanism of the Voice. 1758




HUME AND ROUSSEAU. 83,

only to prove this proppsition, so satisfactory for humanity :
The universality of talents is found associated with their per-
fection.”

Thus it was that, by dint of assurance, they succeeded not
only in preparing for each other, but in getting raised by
disinterested hands a pedestal which the public durst no
longer venture to shake.

VL—If they descended from this pedestal to fight with
each other, then, as, in the combats of Homer's gods, the
crowd, with intent and uneasy curiosity, pressed round the
lists where these demigods brought their quarrels to an issue.
When the struggle was over, people were angry at them-
selves for having made it a matter of so much consequence ;
but no sooner had a new one commenced, than anew it be-
came the grand affair of the day. See, for example, the
world of noise made about the quarrel betwixt Hume and
Roussean. * A declaration of war betwixt two great powers,”
wrote Grimm, “could not have made more noise at Paris
than that quarrel.” But he tells us why, and the reason he
gives is, in fact, the best: I said, at Paris; for at London,
where there are more important actors to pillory, the rupture
betwixt the ex-citizen of Geneva and the Scottish philosopher
has hardly been noticed.” It had been more correct to say,
that it would have passed altogether without notice in Eng-
land, but for the noise people made about it in Paris.

Thus, as Grimm already felt, it was mainly to the want of
more serious subjects of interest that we must attribute the
stir that was cansed by such miserable squabbles. I re-
member,” says Montesquieu, “that I once had the curiosity
to count how many times I should hear a trifling story told,
which certainly did not deserve being either told or remem-
bered. During the three weeks that it occupied the polite
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world, I heard it related two hundred and twenty-five times,
with which I was quite satisfied.”” Well might he be so, for
we all know what the art of relating a story must have gained
' by this prodigious practice. How often did he himself tell
this same story ? He does not say; but just think to how
. many conversations this two hundred and twenty-five times
assumes he must have listened, and how many drawing-rooms
he must have visited in three weeks !

Political life was not, as we shall see elsewhere, as much a
nullity as people believe ; but, checked as it was in develop-
ing itself, and deprived of all direct action on the affairs of
the State, it was confined to a kind of fever which necessarily
sought a vent for itself somewhere. When people cannot get
bull-fights for their amusement, they take to cock-fighting.

In 1752, some Italian singers came to Paris, and performed
in public, and forthwith behold all Paris, nay, all France,
divided into two camps. The great, the rich, the women,
were for French music; the men of letters for the Italian,
Betwixt these two camps there was no peace, no truce, no
concession of any kind. Mutual accommodation was not to
be mentioned. It was idle to say that excellence might be
had in music at Paris as well as at Milan or Naples, at Milan
or Naples as well as at Paris. One would thus have only
incurred the scorn of both parties. Each had to make his
option, and, as was required by the law of Solon, in the case
of a turgult, had to attach himself to one or other side. But
for the men of those times, there was nothing harsh in this
necessity. People loved to talk loud, to decide peremptorily.
Read Rousseau in his Letter on Music, in which he makes it
clear as day—ay, he, the applauded author of a pretty French
opera—that there is not, that there never has been, and that
there never will be & music in France. The excitement went
on increasing; all other quarrels were forgotten. So en-
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grossed was the public with music, that even those visions of
gold, and white bread, with which the economists had begun
to dazzle France, were neglected for a time. ¢ All the Ro-
mans wanted,” wrote Voltaire to M. Necker,  was panem et
ctrcenses. We have retrenched the panem ; we are content
with the circenses—that is to say, the Opera comique.”
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CHAPTER IV.

L—The new ideas run their course—Voltaire the centre of action—In what points we
may profit by his example—He maintains unity in the invading army—Minorities
always strong ; majorities weak—This the history of all revolutions—Audacity, auda-
city, audacity—Follies perp d on the principle of * not being behind the age.”

IL—Was the war really waged with abuses ?—Indulgence shown for scandals in high life
—Louis XV.—Louis XIV.—We are bad judges of monarchical habits—The Abbé de
Bourbon, son of Louis XV.—Adulation was & L ge apart—A queen condescending
to eat & penny loaf—Adulation became false and ridiculous when assuming philoso-
phical forms—Duclos—Voltaire—Louis XV. the thunderbolt of war—Louis XV, the
well-beloved—A fresh gush of sentiment.

III.—People did worse than hold their peace—Louis XV.’s mistresses—Voltaire and
Madame de Pompadour—Voltaire and Madame Dubarry—The two kisses—Cardinal
Dubois: Fontenelle and Voltaire celebrate his praises—*‘ After all, he was un homuie
desprit”

1V.—Un homme desprit—What was meant by that—A way simultaneously opened to
all hypocrisies and all audacities—To die & philosopher—Dubois once more—La
Mettrie. ’

StiLy, under shelter of these futilities, the new ideas con-
tinued to advance ; and while those who governéd the country
were doubtless but too happy to see France in the pit ap-
plauding or hissing puppets, while it was said in high life,
Let them sing, provided they pay, the work of demolition
went on. In vain did people dream life away, occupied only
with trifling quarrels, swelled into seeming importance by this
universal indolence. Voltaire was wide awake, and that was
enough.

He possessed the art, in fact, of keeping aloof from every-
thing that did not go right to the end in view, and from every
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question in which his influence would have been of no real
advantage to his work. Of what consequence to him his
coming off victorious, in music, over either Italians or French,
over a Piccini or a Gluck? Of what consequence to him was
a free or restricted corn-trade P—another question in which
everybody came at last to take a part. He did not go so far
as never to say a word about them, for he found it necessary,
for his glory, to continue to be the universal genius; but, in
these cases, a few words sufficed. No pledges were given to
extreme parties; he knew the importance of pronouncing
strong opinions only in matters that were really important.
A good lesson this, if we may be allowed to say so, for many
men of far higher character, who know not how to make
the best use of their powers, waste them on little questions,
and are surprised afterwards to find themselves impotent on
great ones. Had we at the present day the same vast capa-
city to employ in the work of reconstruction, that Voltaire
possessed for demolition, there would not have been so many
ruins on this old soil. What can we expect to be done when
all the active minds amongst us consume themselves in de-
raonstrating that the salvation of nations lies in regenerations
of detail, good perhaps, but each separately a mere nothing,
and which, besides, are capable of being realized only after
the regéneration of the whole? Each persists in seeing a
remedy for all evils in the practical adoption of his own plan;
and all these plans, one after another, prove abortive, without
even effecting the small amount of good which they were
capable of producing. Voltaire, when he would kill, struck
at the heart; let none hope to restore life to the body by
merely heating the limbs.

Another point in which he excelled, was in maintaining
unity n that numerous phalanx, in which, thanks to him, so
many men, who in other times would have had nothing in
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common, advanced side by side.. In this lies the force of
enterprising minorities; this is what has ever been wanting
in honourable majorities. These are horrified at the idea of
abdicating into the hands of a chief, and yet they do abdicate,
in fact, before every less scrupulous minority. Each of their
component members, says he, wishes to remain free, and sees
not that in so doing, he is but putting himself and his followers
under the yoke. A minority, often a very small one, carries
the day, and then augments its numbers by the adhesion of
all who think success sufficient to demonstrate the goodness
of a cause.

Such is the history of all revolutions, ancient and modern,
past and to come. Itis minorities that make them, because
it is in minorities, as we have said, that people feel the neces-
sity of obeying, in order to arrive at command. In majorities,
people glory in not following the torrent ; in minorities, who-
ever quits his place is marked as a traitor. Allow them to
embolden themselves, and they will pronounce it treason, not
only for a man to detach himself from them, but even not to
attach himself to them. We have seen some imperceptibly
small minorities, haughtily hurl an anathema at a whole coun-
try. Thousands, and even millions of citizens, have heard
themselves called traitors to their country by a handful of
unknown persons, who have thought good to personify the
country in themselves; and, what is sadder still, many have
in such circumstances not even dreamt of protesting. Can
any one wonder, after this, at the confidence with which
revolutionists repeat to one another, that all they want is
“ audacity, audacity, and still audacity!”

Often, too, we see a majority freely put its hand to what
it neither wishes nor approves, but which, it has been told, is
among the wants, and according to the spirit of the age. Just
as such or such a fashion has prevailed in dress, without any one
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thinking it either convenient or elegant, so also, in laws and
in morals, such or such a change has been made, because a
single man has preached it ; not because it is good, and perhaps
even while declaring it uncomfortable, but withal necessary,
and, in short, inevitable. He has not converted his fellow-
citizens to this idea, but he has believed, and he has made
them believe, that it was what the time required, and so they
have received it, as he himself bhas done, with a slavish sub-
misgion. What that man has done honestly, others, as a
matter of course, will do from interested motives, as shop-
keepers do with the fashions. They will demand in the name
of the age all that they could never have hoped to obtain
otherwise, and one may see individuals and nations—not to
be behind the age, that is the phrase—cast off the most pre-
cious relics of a glorious or a sagacious past.

The wish of the age is nevertheless, in reality, but that of
the individuals who happen to be met at one and the same
time in the world. Were every one, before succumbing to
what he has been told is the wish of all, to ask himself with
a little seriousness, what is his own particular wish, many
things that appear to be desired by all, will be found desired
only by some. But nations and ages are like individuals; no
sooner do men set about persuading them that they are ill,
than they begin to be really ill.

IL.—These remarks, at a first view, seem little applicable
to the France of the eighteenth century, which, assuredly,
was far from being in a healthy state. But are we sure that
it was to its true sores that men’s regards were most strongly
directed ? Was it really upon abuses that they made war?

There were many abuses they never dreamt of noticing. And
many of the most scandalous, were not only not made objects

- of public reprehension, but, at need, were even encouraged.
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To begin with the scandals of the throne ; let us be told, we
do not say of a single Encyclopadist, that ever found himself
thrown into the Bastile, for having generously denounced
them, but of a single page of their writings which expresses a
plain and energetic disapproval of them; where, in short, we
see them call forth the honest indignation of the author. Here
and there you will find allusions, generally of a playful kind;
but indignation never.

Shall we be told that the writers of the times of Louis XIV.
preserved a still more unbroken silence on the subject of his
disorders? True; but they had a profound reverence for the
king and the royal authority. Their silence was that of re-
spect. They did not constitute themselves the redressers of
mankind ; they made no affectation of being proof against the
general fascination. But was there any fascination under
Louis XV.? And when people were shaking the king’s throne,
was it from respect that they said nothing about his vices?

It is true that we are bad judges, we, children of the revolu-
tion, of things that formed part of the old monarchical worship,
even in its weakened state.

In 1776, several cardinals and twenty bishops were pre-
sent, in the seminary Saint-Magloire, at the delivery of a
public exercise by the young Abbé de Bourbon, son of Louis
XV. by a Madame de Carcinac. Now, Louis XV. was at
this time dead ; his successor was a person of severe morality,
and it could not be with the view of paying court to him that
those prelates went to pay court to a bastard inheritor of the
name of Bourbon. Such a step, then, had nothing scandalous
in it in their eyes, and we cannot pronounce upon it strictly
according to what it would be at the present day.

It is, further, true that adulation continued, as it were, a
second form of politeness, that is to say, that its language, not
being understood literally, by no means said all that we, who

|
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no longer either use or hear it, see in it. One might say, accord-
ingly, many untrue things without being guilty of falsehood ;
one might use formal expressions that seem strange to us, and
yet, from the very circumstance of their being formal, shocked
nobody. In 1768, at the death of the queen, M. de Clair-
fontaine published her panegyric, and, recalling the fact of
her having passed through La Ferté-sous-Jouarre in 1765 :
“ Having stopped,” he says, ‘ under an alley of trees leading
into the town, she was presented, according to custom, with
bread and wine. The ‘queen took a small roll, broke it in
two, and ate it along with some of the fruits of the season.
Everybody was penetrated with this act of goodness, and the
town has entered on its records this event, so flattering and so
honourable.” Had a goddess appeared on the earth, it would
have been impossible to say more.

Let us not, then, be too severe in reproaching the innova-
tors of that age for having, on certain occasions, employed
that ancient language; but what was inexcusable, and what
amounted to downright lying, was their giving it new charms
by mingling with it the language of philosophy ; and praising,
in the name of reason, what people used to praise, at least
down to their time, only by routine. Racine, calling Louis
XIV. “ the most perfect of men,” * shocks us less than Duclos
calling Louis XV. ¢citizen king.”+ Boileau befooling him-
self to tell us that though Louis XIV. had not passed the
Rhine, he was not the less a hero, was certainly less menda-
cious than the man who represented Louis XV. as “ arresting,
almost alone, the march of an army.” Why is the falsehood
more serious in this case ? Because Voltaire—for it is he—
gives himself out in that very passage as a historian, and
professes to have said nothing without proofs. ¢ Our contem-
porary and faithful annals,” says he, “ attest this prodigy.”

* Discourse to the Academy. 1 Ibid.
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Which nevertheless does not prevent him from admitting, in
his Summary of the Age of Louis XV., that the bridge on
which ¢ this prodigy ” took place was mounted with cannons,
and defended by numerous troops.

It was in 1749, in a eulogium on Saint Loms, that he had
given this extraordma.ry example of philosophical adulation.
A panegyric on Louis XV., published by him that same year,
might furnish us with many more. Philosophical pretension
reveals itself in the very title. The work is dedicated to
Louis XV., who has deserved well of the human race.”*
“QOur acclamations,” says the author, “ have given to that
prince a title4 which ought to be held as equivalent to many
other titles in him.” And would you know what he himself
has said elsewhere of this title, of which he has made so
much in the above panegyric? “A wag of the name of
Vadé,} imagined, when in a wine-shop at Courtille, the title
of Well-beloved, which the people of Paris, no less besotted
than those of Metz, gave to Louis XV., and all for having
sent away Madame de Chateauroux.” On learning that
people had given him this title—* What then have I done
to make myself thus beloved ?”’ the king himself is said to
have exclaimed, and certainly he did himself justice. But
the panegyrist did not look so narrowly into the matter.
“ Because he was beloved,” says he, ‘“ he deserved to be so.
One may be deceived in his admiration, one may mistake
fortune for merit; but when a people love to distraction, can
they be in the wrong? The heart of the prince was sen-
gible of what was involved in this cry of the nation; the
universal dread of losing a good king, imposed on him the

-

* Ludovico quinto decimo, de humano genere bene merito.

t That of Bien-aimé—(Well-beloved).

3 It seems that it was rather Panard, but in a wine-shop, for he passed his life
there.
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necessity of being the best of kings.” Of his disorders, not a
word. One could hardly speak of them in a panegyric; but
no more were they spoken of elsewhere.

III.—But, as we have already remarked, people did worse
than merely hold their peace. Louis XV.’s mistresses had
the Encyclopédie at their feet. That advancing wave which
respected nothing, paused, with a humble and courteous
deference, before adultery enthroned at the fireside of the
King of France. History even took alarm when the past
might displease the present. In sending to the Duke de
Richelieu a copy of the Age of Louis XIV., “1 flatter my-
self,” writes Voltaire, ‘that if the king had time to read
this work, he would not be displeased with it. I believe, in
" perticular, that Madame de Pompadour might not disapprove
of the manner in which I speak of Mesdames de la Valliére,
de Montespan, and de Maintenon.” But it was long sinceé
Madame de Pompadour could reckon on him. From the very
dawn of her power, he had hailed her rise with his most grace-
ful verses; had openly claimed the honour of being her ad-
mirer, her knight, her poet. He may have given her in his
Pucelle a slight pat of his paw; but the Pucelle was an
anonymous work, one which he disowned and repudiated,
whereas his praises were presented before all Europe. In
1760, he dedicated his Tancred to her. On her dying bed
she was soothed with the homage he paid to her; and the
woman, despicable in a very different way, who succeeded
her in the royal favour, became in her turn the muse of the -
Ferney patriarch, reviving, at the mature age of eighty, all
the poetical fervour of his early days. Not a word, even in
his private letters, in reprobation of that prostituting of the
sceptre in the hands of a shameless courtesan. He seems
happy, nay proud, in the consciousness of enjoying her
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favour. ¢ Madam,” he writes in 1773, “ M. de Laborde®
tells me you commanded him to salute me for you on both

cheeks :—
““ What! eh! two kisses at life’s very end !
O what & passport this you deign to send !
Adorable Egeria, their sweets are such,
That the first kills me, so there s one too much.”

“M. de Laborde,” he continues, *has shown me your
portrait. Don’t be angry, Madam, at my having used the
freedom to give back the two kisses to it.

“To men possessing eyes, you can’t say nay,
‘When homage to your portrait they would pay.
To it alone dare mortals show their love,

The original was made for gods above.”

She, in fact, was beautiful, and beauty has ever secured
indulgence for many faults; but if there be in this any excuse
for the adulations of that time, can it be said that at least
more severity was shown to vice when utterly without attrac-
tions of that gort? Indulgent to a Dubarry, what do we
find those sages to have been to others, and, for example, to
Cardinal Dubois ?

‘We shall not inquire what flatteries were lavished on him
during his lifetime, although nothing was more notorious than
not only the turpitude of his private life, but the reckless in-
trigues also of his ambition. Let us forget the homage paid
by Fontenelle, and the verses in which Voltaire, in 1719,
called him the Richelieu of his age, and the genius of France,
for we should have to quote also certain deplorable lines traced
by very different hands.+ But this same Voltaire, more than

* First valet-de-chambre of Louls XV., and author of several works.

t ‘ My verses,” wrote Louls Racine to him, * will soon be forgotten. Those who have
the talent of writing fine verses find at p: ugh of subj procured to them by
your Emi and your ministry will doub cause many waking hours to the poets *
In fact, the collections of those times are full of verses on his being raised to the dignity
of prime minister, of cardinal, &¢. The verse which the son of the great Racine resigned
himself with such humility to see pass into oblivion amid panegyrics to the atheist and
crapulous minister, was his poem on Grace.
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fifty years afterwards, though he no longer praised him, must
not be thought to have become at all more indignant. In his
Summary of the Age of Louis XV., after having jocularly re-
lated what Dubois was and what he did: “ Had that cardinal
premier,”’ says he, ‘“been a grave personage, this fortune
would have made people indignant; as it was, it only made
them smile. We laughed at his death as we had laughed at
his ministry. Such was the taste of the French, accustomed
as they are to laugh at everything.” They had laughed, it
is true, but still not universally. Witness more than one
page of the Memoirs of St. Simon ; but, because people had
laughed in 1723, was it a matter of course that they should
laugh in 1770? Was there any need for giving popularity
to that idea, that the worst that can happen to an infamous
man i his being laughed at? But Dubois had two great
claims to the indulgence of the moralists of the day, and again
it i8 Voltaire, in his History of the Parliament of Paris, who
has given us the finishing touch, when he says: “ Dubois
died a philosopher, and was, after all, a man of wit.”

IV.—Here we behold the two points by which all life was
tried. But the man of wit (lkomme d’esprit), in this sense,
was not the witty man (l'homme spirituel).* Witty! your
claim to wit might be small indeed, and yet you might pass
triumphantly into the rank of the wise ; it might be very great,
while you remained, in the eyes of the coterie, a silly fellow.

The man of wit (I'homme d'esprit) was essentially he that
threw off the yoke of common ideas, of the good, of course,

* The antithesis here between Jhomme desprit and Phomme spirituel is utterly incap-

ib\o of being mnfened into the English tongue, and forms a singular example of the

s nation’s ch ter and lang; L'homme desprit might

be translated clever fellow, smart fellow, free-thinker; iu short, it expresses the moral

tone rather than the intellectual qualities of a man. L'Aomme spirituel, again, seems to

find its best expreesion in English, in the terms /vely and ingenious, or, if you will,
witty.—Trans.
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much more than of the bad. The man of wit, for example,
was not only quite an infidel, but he was one who, in spite of
his infidelity, contrived to submit, in case of need, to what he
laughed at in his sleeve, like Voltaire when he went to mass,
or when he kept his Lent.* The man of wit was he who
kept on good terms both with the Court and with the patriots;
he was the magistrate who threw off the old judicial austerity,
the doctor of the Sorbonne, who laughed at theological dis-
putes, the preacher who contrived to compose a sermon without
a word of Christianity in it; the husband who knew how to
shut his eyes to the irregularities of his wife, or, better still,
to profit by them. The way was wide, it will be seen. All
these, whatever their lives may have been, had the same
funeral oration awaiting them at their death, in these com-
plaisant annals. “He was, after all, un homme d’esprit.”
But I was forgetting. It was further necessary that they
should die * philosophers;” and this expression, too, has a
new meaning. You imagine, perhaps, that it means dying an
infidel, but calm and resigned. Not at all. * Dubois died
swearing ; I don’t say like a heathen, for the heathen did not
swear—but like a madman; yet he died,” says Voltaire, “ a
philosopher.” When La Mettrie, at Berlin, died of an indi-
gestion—* The king”’—it is Voltaire who still speaks—* had
himself most exactly informed of the manner in which he died,
and it was clearly shown that this gourmand died a philo-
sopher.”+ This put them quite at ease as to his state, and
secured him a place in their Pantheon.
#* «Had I a hundred thousand men, I well know what I would do ; but as I have not,
I mean to communicate at Easter, and you may call me hypocrite as much as you
please.”—Letter to D'Argental, 1761. * What ought wise men to do when surrounded
by insensate barbarians? There are times when we should imitate their contortions.
‘What I have done this year is what I have done many times. There are some people
who are afraid to touch spiders; there are others who swallow them."—Letter to-

D’Alembert. 1768.
t Letter to Madame Denis, 1751,
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CHAPTER V.

I.—Same principles in historical works—Errors propn.pwd out of hatred to Christianity
and Judad Cruelties d or d—Ruthl lanation of the hatred
of which the Jews have been the object—Voltaire absolves ‘and praises in the past
what would be revolting at present.——II.—He re-fashions, after his own manner, the
history of the persecutions of the first ages—It required re-fashioning, but learning

and Nonesty were 'y—The pag: according to him, never persecuted religious
beliefo—Nero—Dloclethn and his edlct—'l'heodnduo—The Jesuit Malagrida—Joy
first, and horror after Ci i Clovis—Char ——III.—Julian—

Worship vowed to him by Voltaire—Ridiculous exaggerations—Voltaire ends with
believing them—What Julian really was—Voltaire's admissions.

IV.—Eulogies b d on paganism itself—Voltaire’s efforts to excuse its absurdities—
His eomndicﬁons on the subject of the Mah the Hindoos, and the Persians,
~——V.—The Chinese—Thke privilege of travellers to tedl lies—The art of repetition—
The Abbé St. Pierre—Voltaire : how his assertions and jests became reasons—His-
tory of his admiration for the Chinese—The accounts sent by the Jesuits—Confucius

and Zoroaster—Admissions and fresh untruths,

VL—The art of lying—The object for which, according to Voltaire, it ought to be exer-
cised—Grimm—Catherine—People laughed in their sleeve at Voltaire's lies, still they
repeated them—The lies of that day and those of the present—Object and form
altered; the substance often worse.

Taese principles, which we see them carry with so undis-
guised a hardihood into the appreciation of the facts and of
the men of their times, occur again, on a great scale, in all
the historical works of the Voltairian school. Men and facts,
all are tried there, as viewed in the light of the services ren-
dered and the embarrassments caused to philosophy, always in
the new meaning of that word.

Thus, out of hatred to Christianity, the cruelties resorted to
by paganism in order to check its progress, we shall find ex-
cused, understated, or denied, as the occasion may require.

@
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Out of hatred to Judaism, in which Christianity has its
roots, not only were the old calamities of the Jewish people to
be applauded, but those old popular enmities, of which the
Jews have so often been the victims, were to be fomented
anew, and without remorse. The best-established facts in
their history were to be rejected, and the most odious and
absurd calumnies ever invented at their expense, were to be
reproduced. According to Voltaire,* they massacred, in the
reign of Trajan, in Cyrene and the island of Cyprus, more
than two hundred thousand persons. * They were punished,”
he adds, “ but not so severely as they deserved, since they still
subsist.”” Here we see him express his regret that the crime
of some, in a corner of the empire, was not followed by the
extermination of all. Elsewhere,+ in relating the frightful
cruelties exercised against them in Spain, in the fifteenth
century : “No one,” says he, “could pity them, for they had
enriched themselves too much ; they had ruined the country.”
See how he excuses the autos-da-fé, the massacres, the anni-
hilation of a whole people, because there were usurers among
them. But the Jews were that people. Was it even on that
account necessary to impute crimes to them ? Their legis-
lation, according to him, sufficiently explains and justifies all
the persecutions they have endured. “You are struck,”}
says he, “ with the hatred and with the contempt which all
nations have ever entertained for the Jews. It is the inevi-
table consequence of their legislation. There was no middle
course betwixt their subjugating everything and being crushed
themselves.” Where had he seen this? Their legislation,
it is true, isolated them from other people ; but this itself pre-
vented them, after being once established in Palestine, from

* Conepirations contre les peuples—(Conspiracies agalnst the nati

peup

t Essui sur les maurs et lesprit des na;(om—(Esmy on the manners and spiri¢ of
uations:. $ Ibid
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becoming a conquering people ; and if the Babylonians en-
glaved them, and if the Romans overwhelmed them, we do
not see that this was owing, in the very least, to any such
alleged spirit of encroachment. No matter. ¢ They were
with reason treated as a nation opposed in everything to
others.” What plainer or clearer than this? When a nation
shall be found, in religion and morals, opposed to other na-
tions, it is with reason that the others proceed to hate and
exterminate it.

Voltaire, I am sensible, did not mean to lay down this as
a settled principle. That very extermination which he seems
to hold legitimate, he would, in the case of its being attempted,
have opposed with the utmost indignation ; but nothing seemed
too bad when he wanted to vilify, at least on paper, the ori-
ginal sources of a religion which he detested. What would
have horrified him in his own day, he absolves and even praises
in the past, in the case of every one who detested that religion
as he did.

II.—Thus was it that he came to recast, in his own way,
the history of the persecutions which Christianity had to
undergo.

True, there was something here to retrench. Christian
historians have often been wanting in critical acumen, and
have related the early annals of the Church as Livy relates
those of Rome, registering mere traditions, and arranging and
amplifying at will. Then, as the Church herself persecuted,
it was needful, in order to avoid disquieting comparisons, that
she should be found to have suffered more than she had
caused others to suffer.

But Voltaire cares little about details. For the task of
analysing these, and rigorously sifting the true from the false,
was required an amount of erudition which he did not possess,
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together with a conscientiousness and a solicitude to which
he has made us little accustomed. He will be found to keep
to generalities. He lays down axiomatically one or two
facts, and with these proceeds to disembarrass himself of all
the rest.

Thus, according to him, the pagans never persecuted beliefs.
Ask him not to distinguish betwixt pagan beliefs—which
mutually tolerated each other, in point of fact, with an ex-
treme complaisance—and the Christian beliefs, which they
could not tolerate. No. The pagans, he will have it, had
no ill-will to Christianity on the score of doctrine. If they
persecuted the Christians, it was only because they were
seditious subjects and rebels.

But did they really persecute them? He durst not say no,
but he never says yes. It was the Jews who, under Nero,
accused the Christians of burning Rome, and “some hapless
persons were abandoned to the public vengeance.”* He has
always some reason to show that the pagans had no wish to
persecute, that it was the Christians that made persecution
indispensable. “It is evident,” we find him say,{ ¢ that if
the clergy of Nicomedia had never picked a quarrel with the
footmen of the Cesar Galerius, and that if an insolent enthu-
siast had not torn down the edict of Diocletian, never would
that emperor, until then so mild, and the husband of a Chris-
tian wife, have permitted the persecution that broke forth
during the two last years of his reign.” Here there is but
one difficulty : it is, that the persecution, as Voltaire will have
it, arose from a Christian’s having torn down the edict ; while
the edict so torn down, as history has it, was just the edict
ordering the persecution. Next, granting that to have been
the true cause, what logic and what humanity in the appre-

* Fssai sur les Maurs—(Essay on Manners.
t Lettres Chinoises, Indiennes, et Tartares—(Chinese, Indian, and Tartar Letters).
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ciation of the results! Millions of Christians are about to
be persecuted. So much the worse for them. Why should
there have been found one of them who could tear down the
edict? Why should about a dozen of them have picked a
quarrel with the footmen of Galerius? Diocletian was a good
man; but after sueh crimes, committed at Nicomedia, he
could no longer reasonably prevent people persecuting the
Christians throughout the whole empire. Be it well under-
stood, that Theodosius, who nevertheless was cruel only to
the city in which he had been insulted, was not the less a
monster unworthy of the name of man. But Theodosius was
a Christian.

It might even happen, that the same fact should appear to
him innocent or execrable, according as the authors were or
were not his friends. In 1759, and in 1761, he speaks with
the utmost delight of the cruel treatment, in Portugal, of some
Jesuits: “ It is said that the Rev. Father Malagrida has
been broken on the wheel. God be praised!”* “I have a
letter saying that three Jesuits have at length been burnt at
Lisbon. This is very consolatory news.”4 Then, again, all
of a sudden, he is in a transport of indignation. People led
to the stake in the eighteenth century! He is ready to burst
into tears about this poor Malagrida.} What, then, had
occurred to make him change? He had heard that Mala-
grida had been condemned by the Inquisition. Pombal might
burn them to his heart’s content—he was a philosopher, and
had had several of Voltaire’s works translated into Portu-
guese ; but had he been a Christian, he would, like Theodosius,
have been no better than a monster.

This, for the rest, is the invariable opinion entertained by
Voltaire of the first Christian princes, and of all who ever

#* TLettre & Ia Comtesse de Lutzelbourg. t Lettre & M. Verres.
$ Lettre au Duc de Richelieu. Decembre 1761.
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contributed to the progress of Christianity. Constantine,
Clovis, Charlemagne—all were wretched creatures, stupidly
lauded by the Christians. Even in a note which occurs in
the Age of Louis XIV., where he is ordinarily more reserved,
he speaks of Constantine, Theodosius, and some other black-
guards (scélérats) of the Lower Empire.

IIT.—But all the glory of which he seeks to rob those men
—whom the Christians have indeed praised too highly—he
persists in transferring to the enemies of Christianity. Julian,
whom of all others the Church has held most in horror, is the
hero of his predilection. He will have him to have been the
best, the wisest, the greatest, the most just, the most valiant,
the most astonishing of monarchs. He considers that he has
said everything in praise of a prince when he has called him
a Julian, and it is the first name that he bestows on his other
hero, Frederick (of Prussia). In his serious works, in his
pamphlets, in his letters, in verse and in prose, we find Julian
perpetually re-occurring. He seems to kneel before his mem-
ory ; he would weep, would you let him, with admiration and
gratitude. ¢ One weeps,” he writes,* * with profound feeling,
when one thinks of all the good he has done us.” Does the
ungrateful reader ask what great good he has done us?
M. de Voltaire will tell him that he governed the Gauls, and
that possibly he conducted himself tolerably well when there;
and thereupon we find him tuning his lyre to praise the mar-
vels of Julian’s government : ¢ He lived among us as a citizen,
as a hero, as a philosopher, as a father. He administered
justice like a Lamoignon; he fought for us like a Turenne;
he managed the finances like a Rosni (de Sully).”+ After-
wards, we find Voltaire applauding himself on perceiving that
some folks had begun to believe these fine things; and he

* Fraymmﬁ sur T Histofre. 1 Ibid.
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himself, by dint of repeating them, gave them at last some
small credence. The whitewashing of the Apostate became
one of the grand objects for which he lived. He thunders
forth his indignation at the slightest doubt thrown on the
virtues of the incomparable emperor; he grows savage at the
mere word apostate,* as if it were aught else but the simple
enunciation of the very thing that he praises him for. Within
two months of his-death, in congratulating himself on the
destructions for which France did him homage—*“1I should
not despair,” he says, in writing to the King of Prussia, ¢ of
getting a panegyric on the Emperor Julian delivered in the
course of a month.”

Julian, nevertheless, in quitting Christianity, was far from
devoting himself to the worship of reason. It was paganism
which he undertook to restore to its supremacy—not the
paganism of Socrates, but that of ignoramuses and cheats;
paganism, in fact, with all its former follies and all its former
turpitudes. This we might learn from Voltaire himself, had
we no other means of knowing it; for he was not afraid of
being sometimes sincere, sure as he was of returning to his
mendacity with the same ease, and of being listened to with
the same readiness. * Julian,” we find him accordingly writ-
ing in 1764, “ was devoted to all the fanaticism of the Eclectic
philosophy. He went into all the excesses of superstition.
Had he returned victorious from his expedition against the
Parthians, there would have been a scarcity, it was said, of
victims, 80 many had he slaughtered, whether with the view
of reading the signs presented by their entrails, or to propi-
tiate the gods. Like Plotinus, Porphyry, and Iamblicus, he
boasted of having immediate intercourse with the celestial in-
telligences.” Let us add, what Voltaire also half admits, that

* “Buch is the man whom a low fellow dares to call Julian the Apostate !"— Frag-
menls sur I Histoire.
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this model of wisdom organized against Christianity a system
of persecution, in which blood, it is true, did not flow, but
one, withal, more general and more obstinate than had ever
been known before.

Elsewhere,* as an excuse for hlm, Voltaire argues that he
was impelled to it by political necessities. ¢ Had he not
shown great zeal for his party, that party would have aban-
doned him.” Elsewhere+ still, he says :—* Julian the philo-
sopher condescended to submit to this expiation in order to-
conciliate the priests of the Géntiles.” Thus, at last, it is
only by convicting him of hypocrisy and falsehood that he can
be exculpated from having believed in the follies he practised.
After the admissions of his panegyrist, Julian remains either
the greatest of bigots or the greatest of hypocrites among
pagans. But he hated Christianity ; that was enough. Hypo-
crite or bigot, not the less will he continue to be the greatest
of princes and the model of all the virtues. *There has
never been after him a prince more worthy of governing
men,” Montesquieu also had said; so easy, and, in some sort,
so much a matter of obligation, was lying in that age, even
for men who, if not the most serious, sought most to be so !

IV.—Often, moreover, it is not only to pagans, but to
paganism itself, that we find Voltaire address his flatteries.
As a matter of eourse, you find him likewise, on occasions,
make merry with the pagan superstitions; but the moment
that Christianity and Christians come upon the scene, every-
thing is beautiful when compared with their tenets.

How careful is he, first of all, to clear the pagans of the
reproach of having believed in absurd divinities! He thinks

o Fraamam sur rmdo{n—(hsgmenu on History).
"1 Dic ire Pi phique, art. Taurobole—(Philosophical Dictionary, art. Tauro-
bole).
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it not enough to demonstrate, what is true, that their sages
did not believe in them; he will have it that the vulgar
themselves may have had, at bottom, the same reasonable and
pwre sentiments. Anathema to whosoever should maintain
that so learned and so wise a people as the Egyptians, and
who deserved so well of mankind, were it for nothing but
their having hated and persecuted the Jews, worshipped an
0x, & crocodile, an onion! It was to God, according to Vol-
taire,* and to God alone, that they gave their homage. Say
not, on the faith of historians, that the ancient Grermans, in
their forests, practised atrocious religious rites : ¢ They wor-
shipped God under other names, other emblems, other rites.” +
Christianity, therefore, gave them nothing good that they did
not possess already, and brought on them a thousand evils
that they never had before.

Voltaire is a little less at his ease with the Mahometans
As the foes of Christianity, they possess his entire affection ;
a8 the followers of a code which has borrowed largely from
Moses and the Gospel, they are no better than fanatics and
fools. Mahomet, who threw down the cross at Constantinople,
is “the most enlightened prince of his time—the most mag-
nificent rewarder of the arts.”} But whilst, if we are to be-
lieve him, the sacred books of the Hindoos and Persians are
models of perfection, the Alcoran, which comes nearer to the
Bible, is a mere tissue of falsehoods and follies.

V.—But no people enjoyed more decided favour with him
and his whole school than the Chinese.

It is the traveller’s privilege, says the proverb, to tell lies.
Voltaire did not come from China, but he well knew that his
readers would not go there to test his assertions. Did he

* Le Pyrrionisme de T Histoire—(The Pyrrhonism of History).
t Fragments de ¥ Histotre—(Fragments of History). $ Ibid



106 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

come to be convicted of falsehood, you will find him do what
he always did in such a case—he will tell fresh lies! Too
many were interested in believing him, for his assertions not
to enter at last, in part at least, into the historical baggage of
his age.

The art of repetition is, at certain times, an infallible
weapon. “You have told us all that some five or six times
already,” some one used to say to the Abbé St. Pierre.
“ Just as I ought,” he replied, *for I see you remember it.”
But the abbé was calm, impartial, vague. It was idle for
him to force people to retain such or such of his ideas; he
was none the more powerful for that. But it was always on
some irritable fibre that Voltaire made his invariable asser-
tions to pass and repass. Art even was not necessary to him.
He has, no doubt, thrown an immensity of it into his innu-
merable pamphlets, in which the uniformity of the substance
disappears, at the first view, under their taking titles, the un-
expected novelty of their forms, and their mobility of style.
But how often, after all, do we find the same ideas re-occurring
under the same turns of expression, the same words, perhaps,
and the same jokes. Well, all this told on the public. Each
repetition of those rash assertions held the place of a proof in
their favour; and those jokes, contrary to what ordinarily
happens, produced more effect on their second than on their
first appearance, more on the third than on the second. One
would have said, that in proportion to their becoming stale as
jokes, they became effective as reasons. Voltaire well knew
that he gave himself the air of a dotard, and that his enemies
scoffed at him ; but what cared he for that? He was sure to
have the last laugh. Events have shown that if those ob-
stinate repetitions did not proceed from a man very solicitous
about his personal dignity as a philosopher, they were a proof
at least of his profound political skill.
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China, then, according to him, was an admirable country,
where, without Christianity, or rather thanks to its absence,
there had been all those advances in civilization which are
ascribed to it elsewhere, and a great many besides which it is
incapable of operating. In China he represents laws, morals,
administration, everything, as wise, and such as may well put
Christian governments to the blush. Its religion, pure deism,
is what would put an end to all the woes and to all the
quarrels of Europe. That religion, moreover—and this is its
especial merit—is of such antiquity as to subvert the whole
Mosaic chronology, consequently the entire Old Testament,
and along with it the New. 4

A droll enough circumstance appears in this picture ; it was
in the accounts written by the Jesuits that Voltaire went to
look for the most of those features; and it must be confessed,
that the good Fathers, with very different views, had made
the task sufficiently easy. Alone admitted into the interior of
China, they had amplified at pleasure the marvels of a country
of which thej had conceived they were on the point of mak-
ing themselves masters ; and it was in this instance that Vol-
taire, the grand sceptic, believed with a desperate docility.

Thus, he whose jests were inexhaustible on the wealth
attributed to Solomon, unhesitatingly gives the Emperor of
China a revenue of more than four hundred millions sterling,
a cavalry of five hundred thousand horses, and, in fine, a total
number of from fifty to sixty millions of men capable of bear-
ing arms.¥ Sovereign of the greatest populatlon ever united
under one sceptre, this prince, he will have it, reigns not the
less as a father, accessible, humane, deeply impressed with the
equality of mankind, a philosopher, a sage, a Julian! Vol-
taire seems not even to suspect it possible, that on this throne
there may be succession without resemblance. With him the

* Dialogues entre 4., B., C., xxvii.
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Emperor of China is a changeless being, always good and
always wise, incapable of being spoilt except by becoming a
Christian.

Confucius and Zoroaster, in fact, always, according to Vol-
taire, were very different men from Moses and the Apostles.
Sometimes, indeed, we shall find him calling them quacks, as
in the passage where he adds, * that they would not at this
day sell their drugs on the Pont-Neuf.”* He will even go
so far as to say that “ one cannot read the abominable trash
attributed to Zoroaster without pitying human nature,” and
that “ Nostradamus is reasonable in comparison” with him.
But let the antichristian question be once started, and those
charlatans will be found to have recovered at once their claims
to his respect.

VL—Further, it is from himself -we shall learn, if we
choose, the secret of those tactics—secret, yet withal suffi-
ciently patent.

“ We are told,” says he,} * of the atrocities of many of the
princes of Asia. Travellers speak without reserve of all they
have heard people say in Turkey and in Persia. I could have
wished, had I been in their place, to lie in quite a different
way. I would have taken care never to see any but just
and merciful princes, judges unswayed by passion, and dis-
interested financiers; and these I would have presented as
models to the governments of Europe.” Thus, what he does
for the Chinese is merely what he tells us he would have
wished to do, had he travelled with Tavernier and d’Anville.

Mark, again, what Grimmj} says :—* Philosophers have
laid hold of the subject, and have made it, as they usually do,
extremely serviceable in their powerful assaults on the abuses

* Dicti ire Philosophiq

t Le Pyrrhonisme de §'Histoire. 3 Correspondemce, 1766.
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they have wished to destroy in their own country. After
that, the blockheads of the press imitated the notes of the
philosophers.” Here the distinction between philosophers
and blockheads i8 somewhat nice.

% By means of the affairs I have with the Chinese govern-
ment,” the Empress Catherine wrote to Voltaire, * I might
supply some notions with respect to their practical wisdom
that would destroy much of the high opinion that has been
formed of it, and that would make them appear ignorant
clowns. But one ought not to hurt his neighbour,” she adds.
And she did not care, in fact, to publish those documents in
which their patron would have found more matter of annoy-
ance than themselves.

There was some little laughter, it is true, among the
initiated, at the oft-told tales of the patriarch about his good
friends the Chinese. * Don’t you see, then, I said to the Abbé
Pauw, that M. de Voltaire follows the example of Tacitus?
That Roman, to animate his compatriots to virtue, proposed
to them, as models of candour and frugality, our ancient Ger-
mans, who certainly did not at that time deserve to be imi-
tated by anybody. In like manner, M. de Voltaire labours to
say to his countrymen, ¢ Learn from the Chinese to recompense
virtuous actions. Like them, encourage agriculture and you
will see your barren tracts of Bordeaux and your scurvy
Champagne producing abundant harvests. Make mandarins
of your Encyclopeedists, and you shall be well governed.’”

Thus wrote the King of Prussiy, in a letter to Voltaire him-
self ; and after having stated, half in jest, half in earnest, the
objections to which these tactics are obnoxious, ¢ It seems to
me, then,” he goes on to say, “that your dispute comes at
last to this: Is it allowable to employ lies in order to effect
good ends? On this question, opinions will always differ.”

Is this true? Shall we always bave people who will lie



110 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

without scruple, from the' moment that the interest of their
cause seems to demand it? What is but too certain is, that
the number of such has not diminished since the days of Vol-
taire. More good faith is shown in historical labours; but
not a whit more in the discussions of the day. The sole
difference, and it is hardly to our credit, is, that if one lies
a little less for theories, and for ideas, personal interest is
habitually much more the stake that is played for in all the
untruths which people allow themselves to indulge.

In short, all the features we have had to note in this epi-
sode of the struggles of the eighteenth century, will be found
re-occurring in the struggles of the present day. Just as then,
we find men who have long since lost character, taking their
places on the altars that party spirit erects and furnishes;
just as then, after having begun, through pure bad faith, to
bring their names into notice for the mere purpose of employ-
‘ing them as a weapon against others, people come to be al-
most sincere in the homage that is paid to them ; just as then,
-people honour them in spite of what they hear said to their
discredit, nay, in spite of what they themselves say against
them in private. They are needed, and this is enough to
induce people to patronize them. Every idea seems to seek
to embody itself in a name, and there is no name so vile that
certain men are not prepared, if their interest demands it, to
turn it into a symbol or a war-cry.
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CHAPTER VL

I.—Catherine II.—Her infidelity the sole motive for t.he ouloglen bestowed on her—One
fault of hers—Voltaire's scruples and indignati followed by idola-
try—Pensioned infidelity—The new saint and the old onu—Seminmil——Tm late
gentleman her husband—Voltaire’s zeal—The five-and-twenty bob-wigs of Geneva—
A Te Deam—Christ would have lied—How pitiful all this.

IL—The philosophers and war—Good ideas and right sentiments in point of theory—
Original forms with which Voltaire invests them—What this becomes in practice—
All is idle breath when the heart is wanting—The love of humanity was rare—People
spoke only when they had to make a noise—The Protestants—Calas—Lally—Quod-
libets at first, and indignation afterwards.

IIL.—War and conquests—A friend of the philosophers could not be in the wrong—No
shame felt at changing one's tone—Silesia—King of Prussia’s admissions—The anti.
Machiavel—Voltaire can only jest at tho evils of war—An excuse according to the
usual of all qQ H in rh “ Your Majesty makes a jest
of the world”—The robber and his budn.———IV —Voltaire a homicide—His war
machlno—ﬂe proposeu it to the Duke de Richelien and the Empreu of Russia—War

d and lled—No principle, no feelings.—V.—
Folly n.nd fatalism—No pity for the ished M ieuand B on this
point, agree with Voltaire—Some instances.——VI.—Voltaire and Geneva; eulogies
and treason—Poland—The circle is the most perfect figare—Voltaire counsels and
celebrates the partition—Odious sarcasms.

VIL—What was the meaning of a man’s country with the thinkers of that time ? Rous-
seau no exception—What, in reality, did his love for G t to ?—Montagne's
Letters—Love on system, and then hatred.

THis same Empress, who, out of regard for Voltaire,
would not divulge what she knew to be wrong among the
Chinese, we find sharing with them, and with the King of
Prussia, in the admiration of the first writers of the time.
Buffon calls her “a celestial head worthy of governing the
entire world.”* Grimm wrote4—¢ She is the soul of the

* Letter to herselt t (bn'apm, 1768.
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universe, who knows how to animate everything at once;”
and this because she had sent some furs to the principal
actors at the Comédie Frangaise theatre!

‘What, then, had she done, that, on the occasion of her sim-
plest actions, she should be lauded in this tone? One thing
only, but that was tantamount to all the virtues—she pro-
fessed herself an infidel ;* she had taken under her distant
patronage all the men and all the books that battled for in-
fidelity. A stranger, besides, both in her private conduct and .
in public affairs, to every feeling of virtue and honour, she
bore, without remorse, a crown which she had acquired by a
crime.. “I admit,” d’Alembert would say,} *that it is not
for philosophy to vaunt herself too much of such pupils; but
what would you have? One must love his friends with all
their faults.” One of these faults was only having murdered

- her husband.

Voltaire had at first, it must be allowed, shown profound
indignation. “ My dear brother,” he wrote to Damilaville, }
“ I have your letter in which you consider the proceedings of
the phiitanqpher of the north not at all philosophical, and, at
the same time, wne of our brethren asks of me a copy of the
Philosophical Dictiomary for her. I certainly will not send
a copy, at least until I \have first added a chapter on such
cruel actions.”

But, gradually, lo! this 1md1gna.tlon evaporates. Gradu-
ally? Why, no; never was comversion more rapid. It was
in 1764, at the end of September,\that he would have thought
himself dishonoured by sending thﬁ empress a copy of his

* It would be difficult to find any other cause for esteem professed by the eigh-
teenth century (soe the Letlres Persanes, cxxxix.) another philosophic queen,
Christina.

t Letter to Voltaire, October 1764.

t Scptembor 1764. These lines are suppressed in th& Kehl edition, published by
Boaumarchais.
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book; and it was in the following year, in the beginning of
March, that he sent his Philosophy of History—not a copy,
mark well, but dedicated to her, and in slips! About the
same time, learning that she had pensioned Diderot: “ By
my faith,” he wrote to that same Damilaville, I embrace
also the Empress of all the Russias! Who could have be-
lieved the Scythians were one day so nobly to recompense
virtue, learning, philosophy, so unworthily treated among
us?” It was held for certain that foreign sovereigns should
publicly pension the men who were prosecuted in France as
the enemies of religion and the laws. The Government did
nothing, and did not even seem to view it as an affront. So
much. relaxation was there even in the springs of political
self-interest, and of the simplest point of honour.

The new saint had, therefore, decidedly obtained a place in
the antichristian calendar, and Voltaire had assumed the
office of her priest. - ¢ It is as with preachers,” Bachanmont
writes ; * ¢ with him the saint of the day is always the greatest
of saints.” See him, then, on his knees before the empress !
| He goes so far as to tell her, one fine day, that he regrets her
' having a name to be found in the common calendar. She
. was not made, he adds, to be named after one of those old
saints ; and he does not perceive that, in his fervour, he falls
" into a bloody epigram. Has he any farther perception of that
which he proceeds to make in calling her the Semiramis of
the north, when all the world knows that the Semiramis of
antiquity killed her own husband, as Catherine did ? Possibly
80; but he has the air of one who makes the allusion in such
perfect good faith, that we see her obliged gratefully to accept
the homage of a writer of so distinguished a name. Accord-
ingly she writes to him, shortly after the transmission of the
book, a letter which he pronounces * charming ;”’ and forth-

* Mémoires Secrets.
H
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with—* You see,” he writes to his friend d’Argental, ¢ how
she behaves to the French, and you will feel certain that the
late gentleman, her husband, will be thought to have been in
the wrong by posterity.”

Hardly converted to the worship of the empress, he can no
longer comprehend how any one could think of being other-
wise. Rousseau, for this alone,* appears to him more criminal
and more foolish than for all the faults of which he had pre-
viously accused him. Geneva, also, sinned against this female
saint of the north; and Geneva was to.have her share of his
sarcasms. “ Her Majesty condescended,” he writes that same
year, “ to send for some Geneva women to teach the girls of
St. Petersburg to read and sew. The council of Geneva has
been tyrannical and foolish enough to debar free female citi-
zens from going whither they pleased, and, in fine, so insolent
as to order the departure from their city of a nobleman sent
thither by that sovereign. This adventure has very sensibly
affected me, for assuredly I would not weigh Catherine II.
against the five-and-twenty bob-wigs of Geneva.” These five.
and-twenty wigs, nevertheless, were the only ones in Europe
that would not, at that moment, bow before the crowned
assassin ; but in this he, ay, he, saw nothing but insolence
and folly. ¢ There are in that council,” said he, ¢ three or
four rogues fit for nothing but being thrown into the lake.”
Then, as in expiation of their crime, he goes on; redoubling
his protestations of fervent love, he adds : “ I am with idolatry,
Madam, rather than with profound respect, the priest of your
temple.”+ Does she make war on the Turks—not a paltry
village is taken by her troops but he sets himself to sing her
praiges as the goddess of battles. Dying, he says—he had
been dying for seventy years—he leapt out of bed to receive

'* See Dictionnaire Philosophique, art. Pierre le Grand.
t December 1767. .




. INFIDEL INSINCERITY. - 115

8 letter in which she announced to him a victory. He chanted
8 Te Deum, * or rather a Te Deam.” * This was not,” says
he, “from a fever of the brain, but from a fever of the heart.”
But, brain or heart, the antichristian is always there. Know
you wherefore he rejoices at Catherine’s successes ? Not, you
may well believe, that Christ may re-enter Constantinople;
but Catherine, victorious on the Bosphorus, will push on, he
hopes, to Jerusalem, will recall the Jews, rebuild the ancient
temple—and Christ will have lied.

Here, for the rest, lay the true cause, sometimes veiled,
sometimes perfectly patent, of all his joys and all his dis-
appointments. Even were we not saddened as Christians at
such fierceness, could we fail to observe what a little, despi-
cable, unphilosophic, and paltry mind it shows? But there
will be many future occasions for saying the same thing of
him, even where Christianity is not in question.

Il.—He was wearying, then, to see those Jews, whom

- otherwise he detested, re-established in Jerusalem, that the

ancient prophecies might appear ridiculous. But he did not
even require so attractive a prospect to make him tolerate and
encourage the horrors of war. It was enough that the sove-
reign who waged it was his friend.

We might extend this remark, were we inclined, not only
to the greater number of the writers of the time, but to the
sentiments they held on subjects connected with war, usurpa-
tions, conquests, the reign of brute foroe—wa.r, in fine, in all
its forms.

At first, indeed, they seem bursting with generous indigna-
tion against all who either shed human blood or cause it to be
shed by others. Man’s life, they say, is inviolable ; nay, some
go to the extreme consequence of the abolition of capital pun-
ishments. Every individual, every people is essentially free.
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The right of conquest is a mere phrase; conquest gives no
more right than theft.

These principles Voltaire had a peculiar art of investing
with those original forms by which ideas are settled down and
fixed better than by reasonings. “ We have been unable as yet
to discover,” he would say, for example,* ¢ what right Charle-
magne had to the estates of his brother, or what right his
brother and he, and Pepin their father, had to the estates of
the race of Clovis, or what right Clovis had to the Gauls, a
province of the Roman empire, or even what right the Roman
empire had to those provinces.”. It is true, that in establishing
8o well, in that passage, the original liberty of nations, Voltaire
had, as he always had, a certain object in view. It was not
the Romans that he sought to attack ; it was Charlemagne, a
man who could conquer for the sake of converting, and it was
Clovis who could himself be converted. But not the less was
the principle laid down as tiue, and in the whole school there
was nothing but applause for verities of this sort. -

But there is a wide distance between theory and practice,
especially in a talking age, such as the eighteenth century
might emphatically be called. Originating in a spirit of op-
position rather than in any depth or sincerity of feeling, it
was in vain that these grand novelties were founded for the
most part in eternal truths; they remained an affair of the
intellect, that is to say, of mere words, for all is mere verbiage,
liberty, faith, God even, when the heart is not there.

The love of humanity, accordingly, was rare, especially
among those who made a loud profession of it. There ever
lay concealed some selfish interest; polemical passions and
ill-temper had always a part in those counsels of toleration
and of love, for it was not men that were loved, but sometimes
these men and sometimes those, and always from hatred of

* Fragments swr UHistoire.
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some others. Was there some crying injustice or shocking
cruelty to expose, infinitely less sympathy was really felt with
the victims than joy at the crushing of their oppressors. Still
it is hatred, or at most anger, that comes out; it is not in-
dignation. People cannot be indignant at will. Indignation,
honest indignation, that of the true poet and of the eloquent
orator, i an effervescence of true and generous feelings; it
is the cry of honour blending with the cry of nature. No;
the eighteenth century was not in a state to feel indignant.
Accordingly, when no great clamour could be raised, nothing
was said at all; some better opportunity for getting angry
was waited for with the utmost calmness. Protestants could
suffer and groan during three quarters of the reign of Louis
XYV. without one of those generous voices deigning to speak
in their favour; on the contrary, they rather, as we shall ere
long see, furnished arms against them. Calas expires, and
behold them openly patronized, for then it was seen how very
much might be made of the circumstances of his death, Even
then the Protestant question must needs have its less serious
side. “ Since 1745,” we find Voltaire saying,* ‘“we have
hanged eight personages from among those who are called
preachers, or ministers of the Gospel, guilty of no other crime
than that of having prayed to God for the king in provincial
French, and given a drop of wine and a bit of leavened bread
to some weak-minded peasants.”” The Protestants must have
been highly flattered, assuredly, with seeing themselves de-
fended in this tone. :

Such was not always the tone; but even although the same
absence of serious feelings were not visible elsewhere under
great vehemence of words, we should still have proofs enough
of it. It is in Voltaire’s-correspondence that we see all the
storms of the time commence and gather strength. How he

* Tyaité de la Todrance. 1763,
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selects his subjects! How he discusses whether a noise
should be made or not! How he gradually warms with his
subject, so that this warmth should not communicate itself to
others either too slowly or too rapidly ! For that poor General
Lally, whose rehabilitation was to redound so much to his
honour, he had at first infinitely little pity. “You have
been much concerned,” he wrote to d’Alembert, some days
after the execution,* * about Lally’s gag, and his thick neck,
which the eldest son of that worthy gentleman, the execu-
tioner, made such a bungling work of, it being his first
attempt.” He adds, always in raillery, that Lally was a
foolish fellow, a low wretch ; all that could be admitted, ac-
cording to him, was that he was not a traitor, and ought not
to have died on the scaffold. D’Alembert was of the same
opinion. * This Lally is a hateful fellow,” he replies, ¢ a bad
man, who deserved death at the hands of everybody but the
hangman. Be that as it may, let him repose in peace, and in
peace let his respectable judges leave us.” But ere long
people changed their tone. Public opinion underwent a
change. It had become the fashion to believe that Lally was
innocent. Innocent or not—for Voltaire continued to trouble
himself very little about the merits of the case—a clamour
had to be raised about his tomb. That clamour was raised ;
and in such a manner that those who raised it at last deluded
themselves and took up the matter seriously. Voltaire we
find writing affectingly beautiful pages on the very death
which he had so grossly ridiculed. Five days before his own
death, on hearing of the General’s rehabilitation, he sent his
son these four lines—the last he ever traced on paper:+ ¢ The
dying man revives on learning this great news. He most
affectionately embraces M. de Lally. He sees that the king
is the guardian of justice ; he will die content.” We willingly
* June 1766. t May 26, 1778.
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allow ourselves to be moved by these words from Voltaire’s
dying bed—words evidently dictated by sincere feeling; but
not the less had the matter begun, like so many others, with
the loud profession of an indignation which was never felt.

IIT.—Thus it was not seriously, to return to the subject-of
war and conquests, that the right of the sword was denounced.
There, too, there were only materials to feed opposition. A
sovereign on friendly terms with the philosophers, could not,
we have remarked, be in the wrong when he sought by war
to round his territories.

No shame, besides, was felt in altering one’s tone with re-
gard to him. In the same chapter, on the same page, Alex-
ander was a brigand, and Frederick a hero; at the utmost,
the pen was sometimes drawn through what might have made
the contrast too marked. ¢ The verses that apply to the King
of Prussia,” wrote Voltaire to Thiriot,* ¢and which are in
manuscript in some copies of the Henriade, are no longer
suitable. They were made for a philosophic and pacific king,
not for a philosophic and conquering king. It would no
longer become me to blame war in addressing & young mon-
arch who wages it with so much glory.” It would no longer
become me! - See the amount of his conviction, and of his
attachment to principle. Accordingly, these, at need, he
would call prejudices. - His thanks to the king, who had sent
him pills, are pretty well known :—

“ Purged by the loved and royal hands

Which, braving prejudice, proceed
Austria and Hungary to bleed.”

And what, in reality, was that war which was forgiven so
promptly ? Frederick himself wrote the history of it, and, in
a first manuscript, condemned it with the utmost severity.

* June 1741,
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After having spoken of his doubtful claims to Silesia, ¢ Let
one add to these considerations,” he goes on to say,  troops
always ready, & well-replenished treasury, and the vivacity of
my character; these were the reasons I had for making war
on Maria Theresa.” He hesitated, however, he further says in
that history; but ¢ ambition, interest, the desire to be spoken
of, prevailed, and it was resolved that there should be war.”

This avowal, which was not wanting in nobleness, he ex-
punged, but by the advice of Voltaire. Ere this it had been
Voltaire that stopped, on hearing of his accession to the throne,
the printing of his Anti-Machiavel, to spare him the annoy-
ance that the king might receive from the lucubrations of the
young prince. Philosophers are like confessors. From the
time of their ceasing to possess—and it is what they rarely
possess—influence enough to make kings submit to the rules
of justice, the only use they are of is to legalize departures
from those rules.

Thus, tbronghout the whole correspondence of Voltaire
with Frederick during this first war, not one serious word do
we find directed against that warlike ardour which suddenly
followed so many pacific phrases, or against that Machiavelism
which exploded at the very moment when the Anti- Machiavel
was in the press; for, by a new Machiavelism, Frederick per-
sisted in having it printed. In the letters of the king you
will find some returns, very dry and very brief it is true, yet
some returns of right feeling on the horrors of war; in the
letters of the philosopher, none. If he speaks of them, it is in
jest. On recovering from one of his innumerable illnesses, he
writes :* “ T placed one foot only on the bank of the Styx,
but I was grieved, Sire, at the number of poor wretches I
saw passing. Some came from Scharding, others from Prague
or Iglau. Will not you and your brother kings, then, cease

: * April 1742,
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from ravaging that earth, which you say you are so desirous
to see happy?” Here we haye what might almost seem a
lecture ; but he hastens to pass on to some stale jests on the
Abbé St. Pierre, and on his dreams. Elsewhere, if led to be
a little grave on those disasters, he does what is invariably
done by those who pay court to warlike kings—he supposes
that.Frederick groans over them.
%1 love you,” we find him say,
——¢*despite those scenes so dread,
Despite those warriors number'd with the dead ;

Your reason ruthless deeds may vainly curse,
‘While headlong valour stifies all remorse.”

Great comfort this, assuredly, for those whom he sent to
the banks of the Styx to meditate on this fine union of a
sensitive heart and a pitiless ardour! But the idea pleased
the king ; he came almost to believe himself sincerely afflicted
at the calamities he had ordered, and sincerely indignant at
those kings who, like himself, ordered them.

Nothing is more curious, on this head, than certain odes
which he rhymed when these calamities did not fall in with
his views, or if he found he had to do with a stronger or a
more astute person than himself. ’

“Dominion’s ardour, or revenge’s thirst,
‘With deadly poison has infected kings.
The law, their power ; of all their rights the first,
The force that earth into their clutches brings.....

Mankind's opp he steep'd in blood,
And hateful igns of slaves.. ...

With lying lips, hear flattery compare

You to the gods our destinies that rule,

Ev'n you who vomited from hell appear.....

The features of the gods you charge with wrong
Have lost their stamp in your malicious hearts.....
‘What age e'er saw men's morals more depraved ?
Or hs than our p worse behaved ?

To their own subjects fierce, as to their foes.”....
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Thus had Frederick sung, or nearly so, in an ode of 1749,
which has not been preserved. At that time, his words were
so amusingly at variance with his acts, that Voltaire could
not refrain from smiling. “I would willingly believe,” he
yrote to him, *that the ¢ Ode on War’ is from the pen of
- some poor citizen, a good poet in other respects, tired of pay-
ing taxes, and seeing his land ravaged for the quarrels of
sovereigns. Not at all. It is from the king who began the
squabble—it i8 from him who has gained a province and five
battles. Sire, your Majesty makes fine verses, but you make
a jest of the world.” Again the commencement of a lecture ;
but stay. ¢ Nevertheless,” continues Voltaire, * who knows
but that you may really think all this when you write it? It
may very possibly be the case, that humanity may speak to
you in the same cabinet in which politics "and glory have
signed orders for the assembling of armies.” And once more
Frederick thought the explanation excellent. * Don’t be
surprised at my ¢ Ode on War,”” he replied ; ¢ these, I assure
you, are my sentiments. Distinguish between the statesman
and the philosopher, and know that reason may lead a man
to war, duty make him a politician, while by inclination he is
a philosopher.” Thus, once more, why should those complain
whom he crushed ? His philosophy is always at hand, like
the beads in the pouch of the Italian or Spanish brigand.

IV.—But Voltaire is not content with having excused war ;
he would fain end, it would seem, by becoming himself a
man-slayer, for the encouragement of those who were so by
profession.

In 1757, he invented a new machine, a kind of chariot,
armed with scythes, ¢ by means of which,” he wrote to the
Marshal de Richelieu, “ with six hundred men and six hun-
dred horses, one might destroy on a plain an army of ten
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thousand men.” “1I very well know,” he adds, *that it is
not for me to occupy myself about the fittest mode of killing
my fellows. I confess I make myself ridiculous; but, after
all, if a monk, with charcoal, sulphur, and saltpetre, changed
the art of war throughout this whole villanous world, why
should not a blotter of paper, like me, render some little ser-
vice incognito £’ He never can say enough about this “ new
cookery,” or this ¢little amusing toy,” from which one clearly
enough perceives, in spite of this tone of levity, that he was
looking about for some little glory. Richelien langhed at
him. He then spoke of it to the King of Prussia, and the
King of Prussia laughed at him. But let it not be imagined
that he gave up the idea. In 1770, we find him resolutely
bent on Catherine’s making a trial of it against the Turks.
She objects that it would be absolutely necessary to have to
combat enemies in close order, on a perfectly level plain, &c.
He insists : ¢ We are enjoying the finest possible weather—
the finest season for fighting the Turks. Will these bar-
barians always attack as hussars? Will they never present
themselves in close array, so as to be run through by some of
my Babylonian cars? I should wish, at least, to have con-
tributed to your killing some Turks; people say that, for a
Christian, it is a work agreeable to God. This does not ac-
cord with my maxims of toleration ; but men are made up of
contradictions, and, besides, your Majesty turns my head.”
The man who best exposed these contradictions, when he
did not fall into them himself, was again the King of Prussia.
In 1773, when Voltaire urges him to join the Austrians, in
order to expel the Turks from Constantinople, he replies by
quizzing him in a manner not wanting in tartness. ¢ Who,
then, would have been daring enough to incur the greater
excommunication of the patriarch of Ferney and the whole
sect of the Encyclopedists? Who would like to gain the fine
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title of chief of brigands, or of brigand himself? These
gentlemen are about to govern Europe, as the popes subjected
it in former days. They must needs have missionaries to
multiply conversions. Nobody will remain to fight. I am
soITy my age prevents me from enjoying so fine a sight. My
cotemporaries will be pitied for having been born in an age
of darkness, at the close of which the dawn of reason brought
to perfection has appeared.”

In 1774, Voltaire wrote his Zactique, with many tirades
against war and warriors. On this occasion, Frederick gets
a little angry. €I tell you,” he says, “I would rather de-
claim against the quartan fever than against war. It is lost
time. Government.s allow cynics to bawl, and pursue their
own course.’

Shortly after this, the king is neither angry nor in jest; he
is content with putting a question. * While you are decrying
the art of war, which you call infernal, a whole score of your
letters encourages me to take part in the affairs of the East.
Reconcile, if you can, these contradictions, and have the good-
ness to send me their agreement.”

Their agreement, alas! lies in this: that throughout, there
was neither real conviction nor true humanity ; that the phi-
losophy of the day spoke to all parties in their own tongue—
to nations, using that of humanity ; to kings, that of ambition.
The whole sect of the Encyclopedists—to use the words of
Frederick—had fallen, and was falling every day, into the
same contradiction—bellowing against war in France, and
seeing nothing finer in Prussia.

V.—Voltaire, consequently, was in reality very moderately
affected with the horrors of war, so long as they did not
approach his own chiteau. For him they were, on certain
occasions, a theme for verse, and sometimes very fine verse;
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but in the whole of his private prose, we find him speaking
of those horrors with levity, and worse than levity. * I must
tell you that I have been crying Vive le Roi! on learning
that the French have killed 4000 English with the bayonet.
This was not humane, but it was very necessary.”* Neces-
sary! Another of those words which depict the man and the
epoch. Fatalism, the summary of all infidel philosophy, lay
at the root of all this; and fatalism is essentially devoid of
feeling. About the same time: * People talk still of two or
three small massacres,” writes Voltaire to his friend Argental ;

next, * What, then, are we to do? Why, present Tancred -

in December, print it in January, and laugh.” And this was
in the middle of the Seven Years’ War! In fine, as for this
king to whom he offers incense : * If he be always fortunate
and full of glory, I shall be justified in my old liking for him ;
if he be beaten, I shall be revenged.” And to this, for his
part, is the morality of those grand dramas reduced. The
beaten are, of necessity, in the wrong,

Ask not, then, of him to pity a people which shall have
suffered itself to fight and be conquered, even after heroic
efforts to preserve its freedom.

He has no pity, for example, for those whom the Romans
subjugated. What though he once or twice laughs, as we
have seen, at the old and inexorable opinion according to
which people thought themselves, at Rome, born to hold
dominion over the world; he admits it in fact, and not he
only, but Montesquieu, Rousseau, and, in short, the whole of
that school. * The only talent worthy of Rome,” exclaimed
Fabricius, “is that of conquering the world;” and the Ency-
clopedical phrase which he adds,t shows clearly enongh the
sympathies of the man who had put it into his mouth. Mon-

* Letter to Madame du Deffand, October 1760.
1 *— and to establish there the reign of virtue.”
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tesquieu, with his. ruthless reasonings on the rights of conser-
vation, extended to the fore-arming against all future dan-
ger, legalizes in the past, and seems to sanction for the future,
the condemnation of any nation that dares to give umbrage
to a people or a king more powerful than themselves.* Vol-
taire, whom we have already seen applanding, but on special
grounds, the crushing of the Jews, seems hardly more affected
by that of other nations; nay, he often seems to make no ac-
count whatever of nationality.

Thus, in his Age of Louis XIV., ‘ The great statesman,” he
says, ¢ is he who leaves behind great monuments of usefulness
to his country. The monument that immortalizes Cardinal
Mazarin, is the acquisition of Alsace. It was he who bestowed
that province on France.” Mark his words—he bestowed.
It was his, apparently. The historian does not even observe
that it was not French in manners, in religion, or in language,
and that it could not desire to become French. No. It was
so much gain, absolutely as if . the thing in question were an
uninhabited tract, acquired by Mazarin from the sea or from
ariver. And when Louis XIV., in 1681, was by the taking
of Strasbourg to complete the iniquitous work of his minister,
like that minister, we find him regarded only as immortalizing
himself by a monument * useful to the country.” The bom-
bardment of Genoa, the devastation of Holland, and the con-
flagration of the Palatinate, appear, in that same book, only
a8 imperceptible stains on a surface all radiant with eulogies.

VL.—With so much tenderness for past iniqnities, he must
needs have some for those of his own day; and here we find

* « Between societies, the right of 1 def times imples the necessity of
attacking, when one people sees another people adjoining it prosperous, and when a
longer peace would put that neighbouring people in a condition to destroy it.”—(Book x.
ch. xi)
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him even running ahead of the powerful in their projects of
oppression.

Not content with doing his utmost to demoralize that
ancient city in whose neighbourhood he had fixed his resi-
dence, he laboured further to deprive it of its liberty.

And yet, in 1765, in his Republican Ideas, he had bestowed.
the highest eulogiums on Geneva’s manners, laws, and govern-
ment. He had held it forth as the type of a free and a wise
state, as a blessed oasis amid the miseries and the follies of
Europe. Here, indeed, there was exaggeration after the man-
ner of Jean Jacques; for Geneva, a free state, did not escape
the agitations incident to liberty—but his error seemed that
of an admirer and a friend.

Well, then, in 1766, at the close of some troubles that were
appeased by thc mediation of France, it is he who writes thus
to the Duke de Choiseul :—* Might I venture, I would be-
seech you to appoint M. de Beauteville to remain, in virtue of
the guarantee, armed with authority to determine all the con-
testations that will ever be arising in Geneva. You will be
entitled to send one day, in a friendly manner, a strong gar-
rison for the maintepance of peace, and to make Geneva, in a
friendly manner, a good arsenal when you come to have war
in Italy. Geneva will depend on you, in a friendly man-
ner; but”’—he pauses. It is for the minister to put obstacles
out of the way. Enough for him to have suggested this
generous idea.

A few years after this, it was Poland that drew upon itself
his kindly regards. People know how it perished ; people
don’t know, or they don’t wish to know, that the first who
advised its destruction was Voltaire.

In 1770 he expresses his astonishment at the King of Prus-
sia’s miot interfering in the agitations of. that country. The
king replies, that he is getting old, and has grown wise.
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Voltaire insists. Why should he lose g0 fine an opportunity ?
He will be content, however, he says, ‘if in this distarbance
the king shall round his kingdom of Prussia.” And for jus-
tice ? and philosophy? ¢ In philosophy,” he replies, ‘the
round figure is the most perfect figure.”

The king accordingly proceeds to round his states, and the
business is speedily settled. ¢ People will have it,” Voltaire
writes to him, ¢ that it was you who projected the partition
of Poland. I believe it, for there is genius in the project.””
The king, in fact, was not a little proud of it. “ Mark,” he
replies, “ that this has been done without bloodshed, and that
the Encyclopadists will not be able to declaim against the
mercenary brigands, as tkey call our soldiers.” And Voltaire
proceeds to make merry with the Poles for having by their
quarrels made the thing so easy to be done :—

“To the Palatines, Peace may with reason declare :
See, the devil has caught you all snug in his snare,
To the neighbouring potentates too long you've been
Such subservient dupes as were ne'er before seen.
And now to small purpose a clamour you make,
When those neighbours among them distribute the cake.”

Such is the only De Profundis which, according to him,
had to be chanted at the grave of Poland. The king joins in
the stave, and, in a poem of six cantos,* bitterly ridicules the
wretches whom he had robbed of their country.

VIL.—But what ideas of mother-country had the men of
the cichteenth centnry ?  Our country does not mean the soil,
collective traditions that belong to it, and such tradi-

ey made it their trade to scout and scatter to the

They, therefore, had no country; they could not

e except Rousseau? People say so, and even be-
* Les Confldéres.
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Lieve what they say; but it would not be easy, we think, to
maintain it in the face of the proofs to the contrary.

It is one thing to praise and another to love; and the
Geneva which he praised had, moreover, not much resem-
blance to the Geneva which he had known. It was a country
of his own invention, a beau-idéal, imagined, possibly in good
faith, for the requirements of his ardent polemics, and which
he himself disavowed from the moment that the true Geneva
refused to admit the likeness. Thenceforth he calumniated
with no less ardour than he had shown in vaunting her; he
obstinately, at the risk of calling down upon her the domina-
tion of foreigners, fanned the flame of the quarrels of which
his condemnation was the subject or the pretext. That
country, to which he had paid such magnificent compliments,*

- he utterly subverts in 1764, by his Letters from the Moun-

tain, in which he almost openly invites the citizens, that is to
say, a certain minority of the citizens, to take arms against the
Government, and that because his Emilie had been consigned
to the flames, as had before been done at Paris. He con-
founds at pleasure the fact and the right. Sometimes it is
his work which did not deserve the flames; and to prove that
he has not attacked Christianity, he attacks it more and more
explicitly ; sometimes it is the rights of all that have been
violated in his person, and, all the while protesting that he
has no wish to be revenged, he prepares and makes sure of
that vengeance. No! he had no love for his country. He
had loved it as a system, and for the support of a system ; the
system failing, he could only hate it.

* Bee the preface to the Discours sur I Inégalité—(Discourse on Inequality).
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CHAPTER VIL

1.—Love of country again—Variable appreciations—Selfishness and cosmopolitanism.

IL.—French pens and Prussian canons—How far France was from being a country
(patrie)—Debasement of the country in the person of the king—Factitious revivals
of the old monarchical faith—The Siege of Calais—What royelty lost on these returns
of affection—How the King of Prussia dethroned the King of France—Potsdam and
Versailles—Why no indignation was felt at this anti-French enthusiasm.

IIL—Interested compensations—Worship of Henry IV.—History of his reputation—
Eclat under Louis XIIL.—Forgotten under Louis XI[V.—Resurrection under
Louis XV., but without regard to historical truth—The Henriade—How the author
and the public gradually enlarged its bearing—How many questions were affected by
it—Dedication to the Queen of England—What Henry IV. becomes—Alms on the
Pont-Neuf—Was it calumny to hold him to have been an infidel ?—Voltaire rebuts
the charge of having sung in praise of a believer.

IV.—What is wanting in the Henriade—The Epic a work of enthusiasm or of faith—
What made Virgil a true poet in an anti-poetical age—The Henriade has nothing new
in it but what is not epic—The marvellous in it is cold and flat—What is implied in
poetical faith, and how necessary it is—The Discordiade—Danger of personifying abs-
tractions—Thelr place in the ancient mythology—Voltaire seems to have been afraid
to produce any illusion.

Ir is difficult, no doubt, to fix a precise point at which
the love of innovation becomes incompatible with the love of
country. Common notions cannot fail, on this question, to
mislead us. Sometimes the state assumes an attitude of im-
mobility, and, on the least appearance of eagerness about the
future, on the least expression of a wish in the sense of pro-
gress, a man is held to be no better than a bad citizen ; some-
times, again, people seem to think it impossible to run too
fast, and that man is accounted the best who shall have
caused the largest amount of demolition. To whom are we to
listen ? Not to the enthusiastic admirers of the past, still less
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to those of the future. The former want to preserve the house,
however bad it be ; the fatter would cast it down, even though
good, and without knowing how to build another.

But as nothing goes more to constitute the diversity of na-
tions than diversity of traditions, the destruction of individual
traits tends to render the former more and more alike. Every
enemy of the past may conceive himself warranted to per-
ceive in the future a moment at which the nations will all be
merged in one, and henceforth he ceases morally to belong to
the people among whom he first drew breath.

Here again, consequently, there is a limit difficult to be de-
termined. No man will regret that nations no longer glory
in holding themselves apart, and hating one another; but
there i8 a wide difference between this and the universal
fusion which has been fondly imagined, by some, from phil-
anthropy, by others, unhappily—and those by far the greater
number at the present day—in order to act the despot at their
ease and with a wider sweep.

The levellers of the eighteenth century did not carry their
views so far. They thought little of asking themselves, in
theory, in what their labours were to terminate. They tilled
the ground for tilling’s sake, leaving others to come and sow
it. They did not rise to the contemplation of that idea of a
fusion of the nations, a vast intellectual and political brother-
hood. They were neither Christians enongh in their morals
to desire it as an object of Christian humanity, nor were they
80 versed in political speculation as to embrace so immense a
transformation within their range of view. Their cosmopoli-
tanism, in short, went no farther than vaunting, like Montes-
quieu, the English constitution, and rejoicing, with Voltaire,
in the triumphs of the King of Prussia, in whose person they
embodied, for good and evil, Reason advancing to the con-
quest of the world.
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II.—TIt is long since this strange alliance between the pens
of Frenchmen and the canons of the ‘Prussians has been fully
discussed. But if we would be just, let us not forget to
remark also, how little France was in a condition to be fondly
regarded as their country by any who did not see their country
in the shadow of a church-steeple. It was not, although
much has been said to that effect, that political life was at
zero there. The absence of it was little felt, and there was,
besides, in the municipal and parliamentary dignities, which
were open to all, a career always open for many ambitious
spirits.  Still, as embodied in the king, their country had
sunk with him very low in the minds and hearts of the
French. Louis XIV. had said, “ The state, it is I.” There
was no need for Louis XV.’s saying go ; the fact was not the
less positive. Great as their country had been during the
reign of his predecessor, the French felt that with him it had
fallen into contempt; and as none could now speak of the
love of their country unless in.connexion with the love of
their sovereign—a sentiment almost impossible—every at-
tempted re-awakening of any such feeling had something
false and forced in it. What commotion, for example, in
1765, about the Siege of Calais, by Dubelloy! France, one
would say, was terrified at finding herself so little monarchi-
cal; she had seized with eagerness the occasion of being
strongly so for once, as an infidel would do, who should be-
come devout for a single Lent. The play, it is true, is not
much worth. This was known and whispered; but woe to
him who shail say so aloud! He would be called a bad
citizen and a bad Frenchman ; and it were in vain for him to
say, like the Duke de Gevres, “ Would that the verses were
as French as I am 1" it were no better than heresy and trea-
son not to applaud the tiresome declamations of Dubelloy.
The Siege of Calais, you will find, was acted over and over
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again at the court; in Paris, in all the cities and towns of
the provinces, in the garrisons, the colleges, and even in the
few colonies left by the Seven Years’ War to the French.
You will find every rhyming poetaster celebrate this return
on the part of France to the worship of the monarchy, and M.
Basset de la Marelle, advocate-general to the Parliament of
Dijon, pretend to prove that there was no patriotism beyond
France, and that the English themselves knew not what it
meant.

Royalty could not fail to lose by these clumsy exaggera-
tions. In making so much noise about the reconciliation be-
tween the crown and the people, both the breach itself and
all that was factitious in the healing of it, were made evident.
It was owing, then, only to a bad play that France had recol«
lected her ancient devotion to her sovereigns! Did not the
King of Prussia’s admirers feel all the more at their ease in
celebrating a man who stood on his own merits, and had no
need, in order to be a king, of exhibiting himself in these
clouds of incense ? One day—it was during the Seven Years’
War—a report prevailed that he had been captured, and was
about to be brought into France. ¢ So much the better,”
said the Duchess of Orleans, “I shall be happy to see a
king.’l

The singularity of his manners contributed almost as much
a8 his glory to captivate a giddy people, sated equally with
the pomps of monarchy and with social refinements. In this
point of view, we shall find more than one common feature in
him and Rousseau. Rousseau was a Diogenes among the
Encyclopzdists; Frederick, among the crowned heads. The
one opposed the picture of savage life to the delicate habits of
the day, and his own savage manners to the worldliness of
the men of letters; the other opposed to the sumptuous lives
of kings the simplicity which he inherited from his father,
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who, with four millions sterling in his coffers, never had a
new coat made for him without having the buttons of the old
one transferred to the new. ¢The king,” we are told by
Voltaire in his recollections of Potsdam, * rose at five o’clock
A.M. in summer, and at six in winter. If you would know
the royal ceremonies of his rising, what were the great and
the small introductions, his grand-almoner’s functions, his
grand-chaplain’s, his first gentleman of the chamber’s, I have
to answer, that a footman came to light his fire, dress and
shave him, and yet for the most part he dressed himself. His
chamber was handsome enough. A rich silver balustrade,
ornamented with little cupids very well carved, seemed to
shut in the raised part of the room, on which you saw the
eurtains of a bed ; but behind the curtains, instead of a bed,
there was a library. The king used a truckle-bed, concealed
by a screen.” Such were the stories current amid the magni-
ficences of Versailles, and the man acquired greatness from all
the attendance he did not possess.

But without affecting to approve of that narrow-minded
patriotism which acknowledges no greatness and no genius
anywhere but among its own countrymen, it cannot be denied
that Voltaire and his whole school scandalously exceeded the
demands of justice in favour of Frederick, then at war with
their country. We would ask how the public testimonies of
their joy at his successes, and their disappointment at his
reverses, were not received with a storm of indignation in
France ? How was it that that brave noblesse, who went to
be butchered in Germany, while the Encyclopédie, in silk

-stockings, strutted about in the drawing-rooms of Paris, did
not, according to an ancient practice of which Voltaire had
one day known something, order their footmen to give a
sound drubbing to coxcombs who made vows for the con-
queror of Silesia and the victor of Rosbach? Alas! it was
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because the nobility themselves were seduced. Ithwas thought
fashionable to think it well that France should learn, at their
expense, how to improve a little in the art of war. If Frede-
rick twice betrayed France, he was not the less a good sol-
dier, and, what is more, a philosopher. People knew that
Voltaire, the dictator, was at his feet; and there were none
but the Jesuits, very far from being French themselves when
their interests required it, who accused Voltaire of not being
French.

IIT.—Tt is true that Voltaire contrived also at times to be
very French, and even more than those could have wished
who accused him of not being so.

In refuting reproaches of this kind, the worship paid to
Henry IV. was of marvellous use to him and his party.
Could it be said that those were not Frenchmen who adored
the memory of a king so eminently French, and so beloved
by the French ? Were those not royalists who sang of him—

“ He reigned at once by right of conquest, and by right of birth”?

In fine, might not all such reproaches have been hurled back
upon that clergy which had anathematized Henry IV., those
Jesuits who had armed assassing against him, and that
Romanist noblesse which had marched under the standard of ’
the Guises ?

There was but this objection to make : that the Henry IV.
of Voltaire and his friends, was not the Henry IV. of history.

That prince’s reputation is, at the present day, somewhat
on the decline. Impartial researches have reduced to their
true value the testimonies of attachment which burst forth at
his death.* Without expunging his name from the list of

* Bee, among other works, the Hiﬁdm des Frangais of M. de Sismondi, at the com-
mencement of the twenty-second volume. The author of the Essais sur Paris, Saint-
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good kings, it has been found necessary to admit that he
showed himself on the throne neither so devoted, nor so great,
nor yet 80 wise a king as it was the fashion to think. Sully
has lost less, but is also in the way to lose.

It was chiefly during the minority of Louis XIII. that
people learned to regret Henry IV. An infant king, a feeble
female regent, incapable and greedy counsellors, endless dis-
orders, everything, in short, contributed to put in strong relief
all that had been good in Henry and about Henry. He him-
self had said—* It is when I am gone that people will see
what I am worth.”

On order being once more re-established, he was less
thought of, and, under Louis XIV., was almost forgotten.
Perhaps he was less forgotten than it seems ; perhaps people
began to contrast with the miseries of the time the remem-
brance, already idealized, of the years of the Bearnese prince.
But, anyhow, this was much in secret, and, besides, there
were many reasons for his not being spoken of. There was
an evident impropriety in recalling to Louis XIV. that his
grandfather had nearly missed ascending the throne, and that
the divine right, as Henry IV. further would say, had much
need of help from the canon law. It did not do to be saying
too much to him, the revocator of the Edict of Nantes, that
his grandsire had been born a Huguenot, had gained as a
Huguenot all his laurels, and had owed his crown to the
Huguenots. Bossuet, their great adversary, was the only
man who could speak of Henry IV. without compromising
himself with Louis XIV.; and even he spoke of him to Louis
only in a strictly private letter, not published till long after.

Such, then, at the commencement of the eighteenth cen-

fois, who died in 1776, had made a large collection of materials, by means of which he
thought himself sure of demolishing the reputation of Henry IV. Death prevented his
making use of them, and they were lost. See also Chateaubriand's Analyse raisonnce
de § Histoire de France.
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tary, was the reputation of Henry IV. Then it was that we
see it suddenly burst forth, yet in a manner more and more
wide of historical truth. One may liken it to a stream which
has been long pent up, and which, on escaping from its con-
finement, takes quite a different direction from what it would
have taken if free.

It is not unlikely that the whole advantage about to be
taken of that name was not immediately perceived. Voltaire
himself, at the time of his writing the Henriade, did not make
of his hero what he afterwards made of him, and the Henriade
had not, at its first appearance, all that scope and bearing
which the age was ere long to give to it. The public of
France had not yet become accustomed to seek for and to see
opposition everywhere ; its author was still somewhat a man
of the other century. His grand object was to write fine
verses ; and he did that.

But these fine verses had been sketched in the Bastile.
There they had acquired that tint—that smoky tinge, if I
may venture on the expression—which was beginning to be
so highly appreciated, and which would probably have been
thought to characterize them, even had they not had it, from
the single fact of their having been hatched within the bars
of a prison.

How many questions, besides, were there that no one durst
discuss, as yet, in prose, and that were found there—thanks
to the poetical license—either resolved, or, which at once
implied a great deal, indicated and stated ! Indeed, in merely
commenting on the Henriade, one might with little noise
make one’s-self a whole encyclopédie. The rights of sove-
reigns, those of subjects, the sovereignty of the people, tole-
ration, the struggle with the clergy, the struggle with Chris-
tianity, one and all of these were there. It was, as it were,
the programme of the age, and this the author intimated from
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the first by dedicating his poem to the Queen of England.
“ Your Majesty will find in it impartial truths. Morality
without superstition, a liberalism equally opposed to revolt
and to tyranny, the rights of kings ever acknowledged, those
of nations never abandoned.” He had, therefore, he said,
been only impartial, but that of itself was an immense step..

Accordingly, just as Voltaire advanced in his career, and
as his opinions became more and more clearly defined, the
Henriade, viewed as a prophecy illustrated by facts, assumed
a more and more distinct and aggressive signification. That
same Henry who had appeared at first, like Virgil’s Aneas, fit
only to seem a good soldier on the battle-field, and a good
man on other occasions, you see gradually become a free-
thinker and an infidel. That line,

¢ T judge not ‘twixt Geneva and old Rome,”

might have originally expressed no more than the uncertainty
of a warrior little versed in theological distinctions ; but what
is certain is, that it ere long began to mean, that truth is no
more to be found at Rome than at Geneva, no more at Geneva
than at Rome. In 1766, in a short piece on the death of the
Dauphin, Voltaire represents Henry IV.

“— at Geneva and at Rome
) Alike, in his own heart, disposed to laugh ;”
and Saint Henry, like Saint Catherine, was one of the watch-
words of the Encyclopadical army.

A friend of Voltaire’s was accosted one day on the Pont-
Neuf by a poor man asking alms. “In God’s name!” said
the beggar. The other took no notice. *In the name of
the Holy Virgin!” ¢ In the name of the Saints!” Still no
. response, The two had now reached the statue of Henry IV.
“In the name of Henry IV.!” said the man. The other
stopped, and gave him a crown.
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It is possible, however, that, in making this prince an in-
fidel, Voltaire and his friends may have said too much. His
famous saying, ¢ Paris is well worth a mass,” hardly makes
him a Roman Catholic; his conversion, at the precise moment
he thought it necessary, was hardly more compatible with
attachment as a Protestant to his faith. Be this as it may,
what may be most clearly gathered from the eulogies bestowed
on him by the eighteenth century is, that he received them
as much at least on account of his scepticism, real or not, as
for all his virtues put together. Voltaire admits this in many
places. He thinks it of importance to prove satisfactorily
that he had not sounded the praises of a believer; he lets it
clearly be seen that he would little have cared to erect a
temple to a man whom he must, of necessity, have made a
Christian. Proud as he was of having composed the Hen-
riade, he felt, in his declining years, as if he needed to excuse
his having done so at the bar of the age, by showing that, if
reserved in appearance, not the less decided was he in sub-
stance.

IV.—But this was to confess, at the same time, all the
fanlts of his poem. The epic is essentially a work of enthu-
siasm, or of faith if you will, for one of the two may suffice.
Virgil, assuredly, believed as little in the pagan divinities as
Voltaire did the doctrines of Christianity ; but he was filled,
at least, with love for his subject, with the enthusiasm of
ancient times, and had an exquisite relish for that antique
nature in which all his pictures were set. He well knew that
he could not restore the time-worn fabric of paganism, but
he left to others the task of demolishing it, and he piously
collected for an unknown edifice, all those everlastingly good
and solid materials—Ilove of rural scenes, reverence for ances-
tors, and time-honoured traditions of patriotism and of glory,
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in which his pictures are encased. It was thus that he con-
trived to carry even into the midst of a corrupt and unbeliev-
ing age the emotions of primitive poetry, and thus it is that
he still forces us to weep. But as for Voltaire, who ever shed
a tear on reading his Henriade? Who has ever fondly read
it a second time ? Who even has ever read it with any grati-
fication but that found in meeting with fine verses, and, after
all, it is but a meagre gratification when the verses are only
fine. Nevertheless, it is not that it is wanting in affecting
pictures ; but they are mere pictures, or, we should rather
say, groups of statues. All is there but life; and what is
worse, you feel that you cannot look for life there, seeing it is
not Pygmalion’s marble, warming into life under a look of
love, but it is flesh turned into marble while exposed to a
wind of scepticism and death.

We set aside, as bearing less on our subject, and as to be
found everywhere, the specially literary criticisms to which
the Henriade has given rise. It were easy, moreover, to show
that they may all be referred to that which we have just in-
dicated. There is nothing new in the Henriade except what
is not epic, allusions, expressions of opinion, scepticism. Take
these away, and you have Virgil and Lucan; Virgil without
his elegant simplicity, Lucan without his turgidity, but also
without his fervid patriotism, his energy, and his raciness.
From the one or the other of these, everything, pictures, nar-
ratives, scenes of carnage or of love, have, with very few
exceptions, been taken. Voltaire did not possess the secret of
that originality which other authors have given to such bor-
rowings. Nay, he never sought for it; he did not feel the
want of it. Philosophical novelty was enough for him;
poetical novelty would rather -have frightened him. He
cared little about the ancient form of the vase, provided
the liquor, whether poison or perfume, was new and well
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received. ‘All else, as M. Villemain has said, is no more for
M. Voltaire than a sort of epic ceremonial, which wearies him,
and which he makes as short as possible.

Hence, further, the coldness to be observed in whatever of
the marvellous he has thought himself obliged to intersperse
in his poem.

We should never think of insisting that the poet must
seriously believe in his fictions, and actually prostrate himself
before the gods of his own creation; but we look for his
having some little affection for the productions of his imagi-
nation. Where religious faith is impossible, we would at
least have that certain something which may be called
poetical faith. - As for the former, Voltaire had it not; and
the latter was impossible with a marvellous of this kind.
It has been said that the Henriade might be called the
Discordiade. This is not far from the truth, for there are
many passages in which Discord is the leading personage in
the poem. But what is discord? Why, it is an abstraction.
The pagans had personified it; but those pagans personified
everything, even fever. It was a complete system, and the
poesy of the whole was reflected on such of the details as, left
isolated, would not have had enough of it. The ancient
poets, moreover, took care, in personifying these abstractions,
not to give them the most prominent parts; they made them
only third or fourth-rate deities; as Juvenal says, lost among
the common herd of the gods. But Discord is the Jupiter of
the Henriade, and, what is worse, a Jupiter perpetually con-
fronted, not with some other forged deity, but with God—the
one true God. Thus we find ourselves perpetually bandied
from the true to the false—from matters of faith to the in-
ventions of a profane rhetoric. All illusion becomes impos-
sible. One might even say that the poet was afraid of giving
us some little of it, for he takes care to forewarn us in his
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prologue that he is about to mingle the false and the true,*
and this singular notice reoccurs,indirectly several times in
the course of the poem. What, besides, is still more clear,
is, that the matters of faith and the fictions are, in the
author’s view, almost on a par. Now, this is not a vice
which must strike religious persons only. Were you as
infidel as Voltaire, you would feel the want, in an epic poem,
of something more than negations; you could not truly ad-
mire, you could feel no fondness for any epic not composed
with warmth of feeling.

# - Descend from heaven, O Truth august!. . .
8peak ; and if Fable could, in olden time,
Her soft notes mingle with thy voice sublime—
If her light hand thy lofty head could dress,
And with her shade set off thy loveliness,
O let her now with me thy steps pursue.”
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CHAPTER VIII.

1 —Voltaire defends himself for having pleaded for the Refc ion—Why the phil
phers sympathize so little with Pr G England—Holland—G
Abaunzit—B: t—Tissot—Tronchin—Haller—Herder—Court de Gebelin—Necker

—Rabaut Saint-Etienne—Guénée—Lambert—FEuler—Frederick isolated in his own
kingdom—Locke—Infidelity brought forth in England under the French and Roman
Catholic influence— Why she has never reigned paramount there.——II.—Voltaire and
his followers astonished at finding the Pr remaining Christi 8pite and
acts of injustice—Charges of fanatici The Camisards—Jurieu and Bayle—Woe
to whosoever has sinned against philosophy ——IIT.—Voltaire and Calvin—Servetus:
why his death caused so much indignati Calvin igned to hell by the verdict
of Voltaire,

IV.—Voltaire's historical appreciations—He liked to skim over the truth and to dive into
what was false—In what sense his intellect was vast—His apparent rectitude—Quali-
ties of his style—Hidden vices—Mobility—Ever clevernes: rather than good sense.——
V.—He is fond of lowering both things and men—Childish appreciation of the causes
of the Reformation—He does not see, or does not choose to see, that it was one of the
phases of the emancipation of thought —No more does he admit that it was preceded
by religious wants and feelings—Trickery and cupidity did all.

VL—S8ystem of little causes—What these are in the eyes of the believer, and what in
the eye of the infidel—Fontenelle and his Dialogues of the Dead—Voltaire resumes
and pursues the same theme—Zadig—Candide— Essay on the manners and the mind
of nati The exaggerations of B in the Di. se on Unfversal History—
Voltaire's exaggerations and falsifications in an opposite directi

THE more complacency Voltaire felt at the thought of
having made the Henriade an antichristian manifesto, the
more did he defend himself against having made it an anti-
catholic work—a pleading in favour of the Reformation.

It was incontestable, notwithstanding, that the Reformation
bad the best part there, since all the good parts were given
to Protestants. Historically, this was justice; but there
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were too many in France to whom this justice was displeas-
ing, for the author not to think himself obliged to soften the
too unfavourable impression it might make.

It is not here, nevertheless, that the true reason for the
more than severe judgments which he has been the means of
diffusing on the Reformation and its chief leaders, must be
sought for. . v

One is astonished, at first, to find that the greater number
of the freethinkers of that time sympathized so little with
the partisans of free inquiry in religion. If| as has so often
been said, Voltairian infidelity is a daughter of the Reforma-
tion, why so little intimacy between the daughter and the
mother ? ,

It is because the (alleged) mother had preserved, notwith-
standing the general enervation, force enough and faith
enough to repudiate the daughter; it is because, to speak
without a figure, those who protested against Rome, were
those also who protested most courageously against the in-
roads of infidelity.

Look at Protestant Germany. When Frederick wanted
to surround himself with infidels, he had to send for them to
France. Neither their influence nor his could create a party
of German Voltairians.

Look at England. It was she, it was at least some of her
children, who gave the signal for the antichristian struggle.
But Voltaire would in vain give her the credit of all the de-
structive successes which he obtained on the Continent : he
did not succeed in shaking any of her institutions, and it was
from England that all the serious attacks against his scepti-
cism and himself proceeded. She had some great infidels,
but they were isolated, and to this day she remains, in the
mass, profoundly believing. Just as he had erred at first in
assuming that all whom he heard speaking freely on politics
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were revolutionists, so he erred again in seeing infidels in all
who freely examined matters in religion. It was an error that
suited him too well, for him not to persist in it ; but facts not
the less clearly convicted him.

Look at Holland. Bayle lived there; there all the bad
books that inundated Europe were printed. Was the faith of
Holland shaken? No; she seems hardly to have been aware
of the movement. Setting aside those few publishers—and
even they did not all belong to the country—she will be
found hardly to have had any place in the history of the
struggles of that time. “We print your works, but never
read them,” said a Hollander one day to a Paris infidel.
This was not sfgictly true. Many Hollanders read Voltaire ;
but few became Voltairian infidels.

Look at Geneva. In vain had Voltaire been there to
dazzle it with his wit, and deafen it with his bursts of
laughter ; Christianity continued to be held in honour there.
She yielded to the torrent; but did not suffer herself to be
swept along, so to speak, without carrying off with her the
ancient baggage of her manmers, her laws, her venerated
traditions, and these we see her preserve when the tempest
was at its worst. Her authors we find remaining Christian,
not after the fashion of Rousseau, who was as little a Chris-
tian as he was a Genevese, but sincerely and honestly. Did
they do so while shutting their ears ? while isolating them-
selves in the midst of the movement? No; in everything
else they took a part; nay, on some questions, they figured
among the boldest inquirers. Abauzit—whom Rousseau would
not have called Socrates,* had he not known him to be far
advanced in the questions of that day—Abauzit wrote the
Knowledge of Christ and the Honour due to Christ, two of
the best treatises that have been written on those subjects.

# In a note to his Nourelle Hdlotse.
K
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Bonnet, in philosophy, is sensualist and more than sensualist,

" for his doctrines sometimes go beyond those of Locke, Vol-
taire’s master ; well, Bonnet was Christian. Whence was it
that, with one foot in the abyss, he drew the strength that
enabled him to keep from sliding into it, and to fix his eyes
on the heavens ? Shall we find a single Roman Catholic, at
this epoch, touching so closely on materialism, and yet re-
maining Christian ? Here there was an inconsistency, if you
will ; but the greater the inconsistency, the more does it
redound to the honour of the sentiments and the principles
that were strong enough to produce it. That Tissot, too,
whom we have seen bestowing so many eulogiums on Diderot,
was Christian. That Tronchin, on whom Voltaire bestowed
so many, and, whom he would have been so happy to convert,
was Christian. Haller, the most learned man, perhaps, and
the most truly universal genius of the eighteenth century, was
Christian. That Herder, of whom the King of Prussia used
to say that he knew everything, was Christian. That Court
de Gebelin, who had all the Encyclopsdists among his friends,
was Christian. Look at Necker. He, too, was connected
with all the unbelievers of the day; he presided in 1770, at
the meeting where a statue was voted to Voltaire ; and, even
to his latest breath, you will find him speaking and writing
in favour of Christianity. In 1793, alone, perhaps, among
the advanced revolutionists, Rabaut Saint-Etienne was Chris-
tian, and Rabaut Sainte-Etienne was Protestant.

Why, then, is it that so many historians and critics, even
such as are generally impartial, say not a word, or hardly a
word, about the obstacles that infidelity will find among Pro-
testants ? People talk of the Abbé Guénée, the only man
that seriously and learnedly made head against Voltaire on
the field of the Old Testament ; but they forget to add that
he had taken his lessons in the school of the English apolo-
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gists, and that he had begun by translating the work of Lord
Littleton on St. Paul, Seed’s Discourses on the Bible, and
Wert's Answers to Woolston’s Objections. 'The Cosmological
Letters of Lambert, and the Letters to @ German Princess by
Euler, are cited; but not a word is said about these men
being Protestants. Haller, who followed Voltaire step by
step in his contests with the Bible, and who so powerfully
contributed to the maintenance of the faith in Germany, is
-not 80 much as named among the apologists. The King of
Prussia’s infidelity is described in hideous characters; it is
forgotten that he remained isolated in his kingdom. Some,
and always the same English infidels are mentioned ; but we
are not told that these were chiefs who had few followers
in their own country. Locke himself, whom the whole
French school affected to call their chief, their father, Locke
remained, practically, very far from the consequences drawn
elsewhere from his ideas. Shaftesbury, in attacking him,*
declares that he had always looked upon him as a Christian.
In England many of his disciples were Christian like him-
self; in France, not one was so.

At what epoch, moreover, was there an infidel school
formed in England ? At the death of Charles I.? In the
midst of the republican deluge ? No; but under Charles II.
and James II., under the influence of France and Rome.
The Christian reaction began with the overthrow of the
Btuarts, and what well shows what part their reign had had
in the progress of infidelity, most of the known infidels, and
Bolingbroke in particular, were, and continued to be, Jacobites.
Their influence declined all the more ; and when Voltaire, in
1727, thought he was hailing a dawn, he was much rather
hailing the advancing shades of evening. That man of all
the English poets whom he most admired, whom he most

* In his Lellers to a memder of the Universily.
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praised, the friend of that same Bolingbroke, the author of
that Essay on Man, from which the ¥rench philosophers,
after Voltaire’s example, were to draw so many dangerous
inspirations—Pope, in fine, was Roman Catholic.

M. Villemain admits, indeed, at the commencement of his
course, that unbelief has never ruled supreme in England, as
it has reigned in France; but he sees no cause for this fact,
but the mere freedom w1th which all opinions were allowed
to develop.themselves among the English. Open and under-
hand opposition, without doubt, contributed to popularize un-
belief in France; but that liberty, where it existed, was of
itself sufficient to neutralize efforts as powerful as those that
succeeded in that country, is what we cannot admit. Behind
liberty there were ramparts of spiritualism and of faith which
Roman Catholicism, in France, had not known how to main-
tain, even under the protection of despotism.

II.—See, moreover, how Voltaire and his followers ex-
pressed their wonder, grief, and indignation at this. The
Protestants, already treated as rebels by the French govern-
ment, were almost rebels still in the eyes of those before
whom all things began to bend.

Hence the little kindneas they found, notwithstanding their
calamities, among writers who neither had, nor could have,
any dogmatical interest in hating them ; hence, to return to
the Henriade, the calumnies with which Voltaire made them
pay so dearly for what he had said of them in his poem. On
seeing them persist in remaining Christians, he seemed afraid,
in some sort, lest the praises he had bestowed on them, might
appear to have been given to Christianity, and, accordingly,
be did his best to lessen their effect.

Had he, for example, to speak of fanaticism, he loved to
adduce instances of Protestant fanaticism. True, there have
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been such; but it will be admitted that irr presence of what
they had suffered, and of what they were still suffering, it
was hardly among them that he ought to have gone in search
of odious or ridiculous proceedings.

Thus, in a letter on the subject of his Mahomet. * Those,”
he writes, * who say that the age of those crimes has passed
away, do too much honour, in my view, to human nature.”
He is right, but what proofs does he adduce ? The Camisards,
“ the prophets of the Cevennes,” says he, those people slaying
in the name of God, “such of their sect as were not submis-
sive enough.”

There had in fact occurred, in the Cevennes, murders of
this kind ; but how many? A few, and these severely repro-
bated by nearly the whole body of Protestants, even at the
very places where they were committed. Such were the facts
that Voltaire was bold enough to cite in the face of the judi-
cial murders, still committed every year on the persons of
their ministers, at Montpellier, at Nimes, at Toulouse, at
Grenoble, in short, wherever any one of those intrepid men
could be laid hold of.

Some lines farther on, he comes to speak of the persecutions
that reason had suffered. And what example does he then
adduce ? Is it that of Galileo imprisoned for having said that
the earth moved round the sun? or Protestants consigned to
the flames for having wished to reason upon what they were
commanded to believe ? On the contrary, it is the Protestants
whom he proceeds to exhibit as persecuting. ¢ Superstition,”
says he, ¢ does not always present the hemlock to Socrates ;
but it gave to Jurieu, who played the prophet, credit enough
to reduce Bayle to poverty.”

Jurieu, without playing the prophet, had, in fact, denounced
Bayle’s leanings, as it was his right and his duty to do, be-
cause he thought them dangerous, and had thus led to his
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being deprived of his professor’s chair at Rotterdam. Here
we see one single deposition put in the balance with all the
most atrocious doings of the Inquisition in its opposition to
the progress of reason and of liberty. Elsewhere still, we
find him say,*
“ Bayle, by hot Jurieu hardly prest,

The good with honour shall invest;

His bigot rival's name shall be

Consign'd to public infamy.”

Thus it was that the slightest act of treason against philo-
sophy, or rather against infidelity, took its place among those
objects of horror, among those memorials of the past, which
the whole school affected to recall with a shudder. At the
risk of legitimating the rigours still exercised against the
Protestants of France, people loved, out of mere spite at their
still remaining Christians, to insinuate that if they did not
persecute, it was only because they had not the power to do so.
And what Voltaire had said of them, more, perhaps, from levity
than real hatred, Montesquieu proceeded seriously to repeat.

IIT.—But of the men whom Voltaire hated most truly, one
was also a Protestant, and that one man was Calvin.

In his Essay on Manners, where the history of a century is
sometimes condensed into four pages, the death of Servetus
occupies a whole chapter, being just as much as the entire
history of the Inquisition and of its reign. Now, why so
much interest attached to Servetus, and so much horror to
him whom it had been agreed, though very inaccurately, to
charge as the author of his punishment? Why should this
one execution occupy, in a universal history, a8 much room as
ten thousand, nay, a hundred thousand others ? It is because
those who expired amid the flames of the Inquisition were but
weak-minded Christians ; whereas Servetus was a freethinker

* Discourse on Man.
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and an unbeliever. Was this, to say the least, really so?
Was Voltaire sincere when he stretched out a fraternal hand
to the Spaniard through the flames lit by Calvin ? We cannot

. know up to what point he figured him to himself as the fellow-

infidel of the infidels that lived after him ; but what we very
well know i8, that Servetus was not such an infidel, and that,
bold as he was for his time, he was a believer, and very much
a believer, in comparison of the friends made for him by

i Voltaire. -

Little solicitude, however; was felt about what he might
have been ; the essential matter was, that the common herd
saw in him a precursor of modern hardihood in unbelief, and
in Calvin, to whom none could refuse the character of being
the most indomitable believer of his age, an atrocious perse-
cutor. Such was the true cause of Voltaire’s having no pity
for Calvin. He followed him even into the other world ; he
devoted him to those everlasting punishments in which, in

* truth, he himself had no belief, yet which he seemed as if he

would fain believe, in order that he might have Calvin to
send to them. In one of the half-serious, half-burlesque
descriptions of his Philosophical Dictionary, he introduces
Calvin and the Cardinal de Lorraine disputing about a place

~ inheaven. ¢ Right in face of the Cardinal de Lorraine, was

John Chauvin, who boasted, in his coarse, provincial dialect,*
of having kicked the papal idol after others had thrown it
down. ‘I have written against painting and sculpture,’ said
he; ‘T have clearly demonstrated that good works are of no
use, and I have proved that it is diabolical to dance a minuet.}
Instantly expel from hence that Cardinal de Lorraine, and
place me next to Saint Paul.’ As he was speaking, there

* Bossuet is more just. He ranks Calvin among the first founders of our language.
t In the Philosophical Letters. Voltaire seems quite to have approved of the cutting
off an author’s ears, under Charles L, for having written against stage-plays.
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" was seen near him a stake, with kindled faggots. A dread-

ful spectre, with a half-consumed Spanish frieze on his neck,
came out of the flames, uttering frightful cries. ¢Monster,’
he exclaimed, ¢ execrable monster, see Servetus before you,’ ”
&c. Then the judges—the judges were Confucius, Solon,
Epictetus, all Voltaire’s saints, in fine, with the exception,
however, of his everlasting Julian—the judges ordain the
Cardinal de Lorraine to be flung into the abyss, but that a
still worse punishment (which Voltaire does not specify)
should be prepared for Calvin. So, then, he is punished
more for one death than a cardinal who had ordered or ap-
proved of thousands.

IV.—Not only did they endeavour to crush every man,

- living or dead; whom they could not make one of the soldiers

“of the phalanx, but no shame was felt in passing judgment

on the greatest matters under points of view suggested by
the most paltry spite, in displaying open partiality, and
openly preferring the interests of party to justice, to honour,
and to philosophy itself.

Nothing less philosophical, in fact, even when there was
no direct interest in being unjust, than the historical judg-
ments of Voltaire. He is not always in the wrong; but one
would say, that once in the wrong, he tries to plunge into
error as deeply as possible; whereas, when.in the right, he
never leaves the surface. An entirely just and good idea he
is content to state, and you may not find it again in the whole
course of his works; a false and dangerous idea he never
quits till he has exhausted it, and he will return to it twenty
times in twenty different places, at the distance of twenty,
nay, of forty years. The consequences to be drawn from a
true, important, and frequent fact, are soon drawn ; those of
a silly, inaccurate fact, possibly invented, or at least modified,
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by himself, he fondly studies and dwells upon. Small facts,
moreover, always please him more than great ones; and where
he finds only great facts, these he must needs fritter down
and depreciate. His mind was vast only in the rapidity of
its movements, and powerful only in its impetuosity and au-
daciousness. He could not take in a thousand things at a
glance ; he had only the faculty of seeing them successively
within the same time that another man would have taken to
see a part of them. Capable of darting instantaneously over
the whole circumference of the intellectual world, he could,
indeed, from time to time approach its centre, and even by
some felicitous spring, reach that centre; but to maintain
himself there, to command, from that point, the horizons of
history or of the soul, was what he neither could do, nor
seriously wished to do. Never had those piercing eyes of his
that calm and comprehensive range which is the special pro-
perty and the distinctive characteristic of the true kings of
the human understanding.

Wanting in point of reach, shall we say that his judgment
was not at least wanting in rectitude ? Few men, it must be
confessed, have ever seemed endowed with a practical sense
more delicate and more sure. If clearness, precision, and in-
cisiveness of style are certain signs of a sound judgment, what
style was ever more precise, more clear, more incisive than
his? Who would not admire “ that style so firm, transparent,
and solid, so elegant and precise, so exact and easy ; abun-
dant, curt, unencumbered, unstudied, broken, dry, elastic,
impetuous; neglecting all ordinary ligatures, risking the
abruptest transitions, yet consecutive, and linked together by
unlooked-for ties which rise one knows not how, and come
one knows not whence ; ever following out an idea step by
step, observing all its whims and caprices, bending to all its
movements, bounding forward or pausing, according as it
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bounds forward or pauses, without ever overleaping it or fall-
ing short of it.”* Never had a man more constantly the air,
not only of being in the right, but of being incapable of being
in the wrong. And yet, without even going to his grossest
errors, how many of his reasonings do we find inaccurate and
incomplete! How many facts seen from only one point of
view! He spent his time in arguing for exceptions against
the rule, for abuses against use, for evil against good. We
see him abandoning himself, without a struggle, not only to
passions which would not allow him to be just, but to that
prodigious mobility which subjected his reason to the influence
of the thousand accidents of each successive day. We find
wit and good sense often meeting in him ; but if an option
has to be made, he does not hesitate ; we ever find him witty
rather than accurate, piquant rather than wise.

V.—He was fond, we have said, of frittering down and
depreciating great things. This is what he did, with no less
good-will, for great men, and perhaps it is an additional proof
that he was not one himself. We have observed that he led
the age in which he lived by following it; we might add that
he did not even understand any other way of leading it, and
that it is thus that he sometimes errs so egregiously in the
judgment he forms of the providential guides of other ages.
Each of those in his eyes was entirely comprised in a fact,
in an anecdote, in a saymg ; fact, anecdote, saymb, always
chosen, it need not be said, in that which is or in that which
is not glorious for the personage in question, according as that
personage has a good or a bad mark put on him in the papers
of the school. Calvin, whom he detests, is wholly comprised
in the death of Servetus. Luther, whom he does not detest,
yet whom he has no wish to praise, is wholly comprised in the

* Romain.Cornut, Discours sur Voltaire.
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coarse jests with which Bossuet had previously reproached
him. He knows not, and he has no wish to know, that that
jesting pen could write also what was beautiful, poetical, and
grand ; he would have thought himself lost in the eyes of the
age had he owned that a monk might be a profound thinker,
a great writer, a great man. Besides, in refusing him this
title, he has no thought of being unjust; both the grandeur
of the part Luther acted and that of the character he bore,
entirely escape him. It is the same with respect to Calvin.
One feels that even had he not detested him, still he would
have made of him but a paltry enough personage. Evidently
he understood nothing of the great movement of the sixteenth
century. The men who produced it, were no more in his eyes
than children fluttering about in a kind of twilight between
the darkness of the past and the gleam of dawn that harbin-
gered the future sun. Calvin was but the clever Picard who
cracked the chestnuts after others had taken them out of the
fire. Luther was but the Augustinian monk who exclaimed
against indulgences because the Dominicans were about to
! draw all the profits arising from them. Beyond this Voltaire
could not go. * You are not ignorant,” * you will find him say,
“that this great revolution in the human mind, and in the
political system of Europe, commenced with Martin Luther,
an Augustinian monk, who was commissioned by his superiors
to preach against the wares which they could not sell.” One
error more this time. Where had he seen that Luther received
orders to do what he did? But let us keep to our remark on
this complete forgetfulness of great causes. In his Thoughts
on the public administration, he is still more trenchant. ¢ Had
. Leo X. given the sale of indulgences to the Augustinian
. monks who were in possession of the traffic in those wares,
there would have been no Protestants.”
* Essay on Manners, cxxviii.
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Thus he does not even go so far as to comprehend that the
Reformation was intimately connected with the emancipation
of the mind and of the sciences. He saw its dogmatical side
only, that is to say, from his point of view, its ridiculous and
absurd side. He does not say that the Protestants did wrong
in revolting against the Church, or that the Church did wrong
in combating them; he consigns both, in their quality of
Christians, to immeasurable contempt. “ We are about to
speak of those dissensions which put human reason to the
blush.” Such are the terms with which, in his Age of Louis
XIV., he commences the history of Calvinism. We need not
reproach the unbeliever for having seen nothing but what
was contemptible in the matters that were debated between
Romanism and the Reformation; but how can we forgive the
historian and the philosopher for not having had at least some
perception of the questions of all kinds that were agitated
under these? Philosophy, morals, politics, the sciences, all,
in the sixteenth century, were comprised in theology, and to
judge those men as mere divines, who played great parts
in those times, is tantamount to not understanding them
at all.

He does not admit, besides, or rather he does not compre-
hend, that this revolution could anywhere have arisen from a
real and sincerely felt want, or could be propagated otherwise
than by an “ epidemic fury’’ of controversy and futile reason-
ings; he comes openly to the aid of those Roman Catholic
historians who would fain see nothing in the Reformation but
hypocrisy and rebellion.

It is true, that his judgments, at bottom, are no nmore
ofrvourable to the one party than to the other, for he absolutely
in thees to acknowledge that man’s religious longings have any
yet whogte influence on human affairs. All Christians, without

he reproaches for having made reason blush by
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their quarrels ; every religious dispute, however lofty the sub-
ject of it, he declares * unworthy of honest people.” Only, as
he was in & Roman Catholic country, he thought it prudent
to attack Protestants only. He will have it that the rage of
controversy alone animated their first leaders; that the pro-
spect of Church spoliation was the sole cause of their first
successes. The old doctrines that had been embraced by the
Waldenses, the Albigenses, the Hussites, renewed and differ-
ently explained by Luther and Zwingli, were greedily received
in Germany as a pretext for seizing so many of the lands of
which the bishops and abbots were possessed.* These mo-
tives had their influence; but to refuse to see any other, was
to make a jest of common sense and of history. Even in
denying religious motives, there remained at least the philoso-
phical motives, the burst of feeling, good or bad, which gave
a forward impulseto all the thinkers of those times.

VI.—We have not, however, to compose here an apology
for the Reformation. We would only show at how cheap a
cost people could satisfy themselves in the study of causes,
without which, nevertheless, there can be no philosophy of
history. We shall, ere long, have to inquire how far Montes-
quieu really formed any exeeption in this respect.

With Voltaire, it is true, this was not meremt;; it
was a system. So also when great causes appear without any
nacessity for digging deep in order to see them, he still prefers
the small ones, and even invents them when necessary, for the
Pleasure of opposing them to great effects. Contrasts amuse
him, and he hopes to amuse his readers with them; next, it
is one way among others of discrediting Providence, and of
quietly denying it. While the believer wonders that it should
cost God so little to change a people, an age, a world, the

* Age of Louis XIV.
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unbeliever has inverted the question : it is the small fact, on
the contrary, it is the imperceptible cause, that has upset the
plans of God; it is chance that has subverted, by one of its
merest caprices, what good people attributed to the action of
an infinitely great and wise God.

Fontenelle had inaugurated, in his Dialogues of the Dead,
this indirect warfare against faith in an active and super-
intending Deity. Almost the only occupation of his dead, is
to show the under-side of the cards of all great events. They
play off their witty jests at those who thought the causes great
because the effects were so; they give themselves out in good
earnest as having made with nothings the destiny of the world,
and they do not perceive that if those nothings are capable of
all this, it is because they are linked to causes very profound
and real. Can it be that there are nothings with God? The
unbeliever will show you a grain of sand, the fall of which,
says he, has determined the slip of a mountain. Yes, replies
the believer; but that grain of sand fell because God desired
that it should fall.

Fontenelle, with his usual reserve, took good care to draw
no conclusions; Voltaire, with greater hardihood, drew his
conclusions. God, according to him, has abandoned the
world to the caprices of men and of things; he almost goes so
far as, making God after his own image, to represent him as
in the highest heavens diverting himself with our embarrass-
ments and our follies. Insidious and refined in Zadig, coarse
enough elsewhere, the accusing of Providence lies perpetually
at the bottom of the thoughts of Voltaire ; not one of his light-
est pamphlets, not one of his prettiest stories but leaves with
you an after-taste of this. Say not that it was a side that he
had taken; it was more than that, it was his very nature.
He had been born in revolt; he was to live and to die in
revolt. Candide, the infernal Candide, is but one of the epi-
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sodes of this incessant war. Candide is the most frightfully
gay picture of all the miseries of human life. ¢TIt is,” it has
been said, ¢ the laugh of Satan himself, that laugh into which
he burst when he dived back in triumph into the abyss, after
having polluted the world’s virgin infancy, and thrown dolour
and death into the bowels of disgraced humanity.”* We have
no liking, in general, for a man being made a devil ; but we
can conceive how, after having read Candide, one should find
no other expression for what he has experienced.

His Essay on Manners is but a long diatribe in support of
the same thesis. His only aim, one would say, was to con-
tinue, in an inverse sense, the Discourse on Universal History.
There, God is everywhere and in everything ; here, He is no-
where. It is true that Bossuet often goes a little too far. He
does not confine himself to exhibiting God as holding the
threads of all human affairs; he would have it that all things
that God has done or permitted, since the creation of the first
man, have been co-ordained with an eye to one single event,
the establishment of Christianity. This is a grand and fine
idea; but is it just? It may be so one day. When the whole
world, as we hope on the faith of high promises, shall have
become Christian, then, it may be, this magnificent unity in
the plan of God will become apparent, but that we can already
see it in the past, as Bossuet maintains, evident and incon-
testable, is what we do not admit. In order to his seeing it,
he had to leave in the shade a multitude of nations not yet
associated with it by any visible tie, and had to give the title
of universal history to a history of a third part of the human
race. All is not eulogy perhaps in that fine name that has

. sometimes been given him, of Prophet of the past. A prophet
. affirms, he does not prove. He sets forth the plans of God;
|, but he cannot actually demonstrate that he is right ; that, the
I * Romain-Cornut, Discours sur Vollasre.
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future alone can do. Bossuet, in this sense, is but too often a
prophet.

But Voltaire is at the opposite extreme. Those nations
that have remained beyond the sphere of Christianity, are
those which he is fond of putting in strong relief, and praising
and exalting at every turn. Not only does he accept and re-
peat their most incredible traditions, as soon as they are found
opposed to those of the Bible, but he will have it that those
nations were more enlightened, more wise, more learned even,
than those of the Christian world. The conclusion, natur-
ally, is, either that God has greatly misplaced His favours, or
that they have done no great good to those on whom they
have been bestowed, or rather—for this, as we shall come to
see, is his grand theme—that God occupies Himself equally
little about both, and that it is folly and falsehood to talk of
our being enlightened by Him.
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CHAPTER IX.

L-—Rules followed in the eighteenth century in the appreciation of the ancient phil
phers—Plato—Socrates: who was pped in hipping him *——II —How
useful a good critical history of his reputation would be—Everybody has had an in-
terest in vaunting him—Errors that have been diffused respecting him—Aristopt
—The d ion of 8 : was it really what it has been represented ?—
Emmm: and Socrales, by Palissot—His familiar demon—The cracle—Sophism or

tici Cato’s opini ‘We must not allow ourselyes to be blinded by an inter.

es&mg death.

WEe have remarked Voltaire’s admiration for the Chinese ;
we have spoken also of his indulgence for the religious ab-
surdities of the pagans. As for their philosophers, much as
they were to be preferred, according to him, to all who have
had Christianity for their guide, he was very far, Lowever,
from admiring them all in proportion to the elevation to
which each of them had been raised above the ideas of the
vulgar. Those who were simply unbelievers, were infinitely
more noted, in the whole French schobl, than those who
attempted to substitute something in the place of the gross
beliefs which they had shaken off. Plato was a dreamer, an
ideologist, almost a Christian, which was saying everything.
Socrates was the thinker in the full sense of the word, the
beau-idéal of a philosopher, the god of reason. But why put
two men so wide apart, the one of whom only developed the
ideas of the other? Just because what was chiefly seen in
Socrates was a man put to death for having attacked his
country’s religion, and, on that sole account, he was the hero,

L
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the saint of the sect. The Socrates who was thus worshipped
was not the apostle of the soul’s immortality, but the Diderot
or the Voltaire of the doctrines of antiquity.

‘We must here repeat what we have already said. It is not
enough to know who was in repute at such or such an epoch,
we must further inquire wherefore, and in what way. Let
us call to mind the child whom Rousseau mentions as full of
admiration, when he was told of the famous trait of character -
in Alexander when sick, and who, when asked what he
thought was so very fine in it, was found to have admired
only the courage he had shown in swallowing a dose. Ages,
on this point, are too often no better than children, only with-
out their unaffected sincerity; and were they sincere, too many
people have an interest in deceiving them. No sooner is a
man defunct, than we know not how to honour him without
making him a little like ourselves; and as among the hea-
thens, the same god was sometimes quite different in the
north from what he was in the south, the same man, likewise,
has often been quite a different person in the eyes of two
neighbouring nations, or at two different epochs. The dead
would sometimes feel not a little amazed, could they see what
their reputations became, according to times and places, under
the pens of their admirers.

II.—We should much like, we confess, to see & good critical
history of that of Socrates. Extolled to the skies by Chris-
tians as having made the nearest approach that reason could
make to the truths of revelation, and by the unbelievers of
all ages for his boldness in undermining the dogmas of the
common herd of men, there have barely been heard, at distant
intervals, in the course of twenty centuries, some words of
doubt as to his claims to this universal admiration. The |
gravest historians go on repeating on this subject the grossest
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inaccuracies. His condemnation, to believe them, was owing
to the Clouds of Aristophanes, which preceded it by twenty
years,*—that very Aristophanes of whom we see Plato re-
maining the friend. With respect to that condemnation,
moreover, it were well that before blaming it so much as
unjust, and before denouncing those who provoked it, we
should ask, once for all, what it really was. All well to say
that nobody should be put to death for their opinions; but
this is a modern opinion which is not even universally ad-
mitted, and why should we wonder at its not entering the
heads of pagans, when even Christians have been found so
slow to adopt it ? Men have wept over the fate of Socrates,
and have warmly denounced his judges, who, nevertheless,
thought it fit and right to burn one of their fellows to teach
him not to be foolhardy in religion. Socrates had been so,
and very much so. He had even been so in the very worst
manner, swearing, for his amusement, if we are to believe
what some authors have related, by a stone, or by a dog;
and although these facts were not authentic, enough of others
show us how little he cared about wounding, not only false
. ideas, but even sentiments that deserved respect. Who could
seriously maintain that where death was inflicted as a punish-
ment for such irreverences, Socrates did not deserve it ?

Was he, on the other hand, as a man, deserving of that
- elevated position in which people have been pleased to con-
template him ? The disorders of his youth have been denied
by some historians, though admitted by others; they might
not, therefore, have been an invention of his enemies, and,
though we may feel repugnant to believe them, this ought
at least to be a reason for our not blindly abandoning our-
selves to a traditional admiration.

* Brumoy, in his TAédtre des Grecs had exposed this mistake, but it was per-isted in
Bevertacless,
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One of the few authors who did not bow before Voltaire,
Palissot, gives us an imaginary dialogue between Socrates
himself and a man who was one of his greatest admirers,
Erasmus, who was tempted, he used to say, to add to the
litanies of the saints, Sancte Socrates, ora pro nobis. In this
curious dialogue, in which, notwithstanding, the author has
only brought together well-known details, Socrates advises
that too much confidence should not be put in Plato, who
made him serve his own purposes while he was living, and
did so still more when he was dead. A dead man who had
had no enemies, said he, easily carried it over the living who
had them. The proof that it was a factitious reaction, lies in
the Athenians having kept the religion which he had attacked,
and in the name of which they had condemned him to death.
He had accepted his condemnation as in conformity with his
country’s laws : why should people make themselves out to be
juster judges than he himself ? Thus speaks, and with much
sense, the Socrates of Palissot.

But returning to the true Socrates, what next shall we say
of the familiar spirit of which he was only, he would say, the
pupil and the interpreter ? If he believed in it, what shall we
think of his reason? If he did not believe in it, what shall
we think of his sincerity ? Voltaire, who liked to throw a
stone from time to time at his best friends, could not forget
this point. In a short piece on Locke,* after going over some
insoluble questions: ¢ Socrates’ demon,” he adds, * would no
doubt have told him how the matter stood. There are peo-
ple, in truth, who maintain that a man who boasted of his
having a familiar genius, was undoubtedly either somewhat
of a fool or somewhat of a rogue, but such folks are too hard
to please.”

Are we to believe that an oracle declared him to be the

* Mélanges de litiérature, dhistoire, et @: philosophie, ch. xxxiv.
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wisest of the Greeks ? It is curious that so many who doubt-
less scarcely believe in the authority of oracles, would fain
lean on this one; and if they mean no more by adducing it
than to point to it as a manifestation of public opinion with
regard to Socrates, one may still reply that it was very far
from being the general opinion, seeing that he was, in the
end, condemned. Was it, then, so difficult to make oracles
speak ? Does any one imagine that had there been oracles
at this day in France, men who have proclaimed themselves
sages, would not have found ways and means to get some of
them to speak in their favour ?

“All that I know,” he would say, ¢is, that I know no-
thing.” He has been praised for this modesty; but we have
here only one of those sayings which people repeat without
well knowing what they mean, and which say, at bottom,
anything you please. Socrates had reason to laugh at the
sophists who affected to know everything; but to say, “I
know nothing,” is a sophism also, or at the least a play upon
words. If not that, it is something worse, for we must needs
see in it the opinion of a sceptic, who does not wish that cer-
tainty should be possible, and who renounces the hope of see-
ing it anywhere. Let us not forget that the austere Cato,
whose judgment was probably guided by better traditional
knowledge than ours, called Socrates a great talker, and that
his conduct at Athens appeared to him only that of a violent
and dangerous man. Cato, it is true, had no great liking for
philosophers; but we judge of them a little too much, in
general, by the attestations of their friends. When we see
what party spirit is capable of doing, among the moderns, for
men who have hardly gone down to the tomb, it may teach us
to distrust a little those more ancient reputations wkich simi-
lar circumstances might have concurred to exalt. Had Vol-
taire drunk the hemlock, and had the lustre of a heroic death
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still further emboldened his disciples, there would be also, in
the eyes of many people, a sort of sacrilege in attacking him.
Socrates was of more worth than Voltaire; but we must not
allow a fine death-scene, the affair of a moment, and one
which many men are capable of furnishing, to blind us to the
imperfections of a long life, or condemn us to be silent in the
presence of those who abuse it to their own purposes.
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CHAPTER X.

I.—History in the sighteenth century—What was meant by a pbilosophical historian—
Montesquieu : history of his reputation—The Persian Letters—With what feelings the
8pirit of Laws was looked for—Public Eulogi ; secret judg -Voltaire,
Grimm, Collé, Dupin, Rousseau, Helvetius, Swrln.

IL—L'esprit on Laws—What lesprit meant according to Voltaire—The Spirit of Laws
answers to that definition—Minute divisions; oddities—Rigour in forms, and want of
in Skirmishi b genius and wit—The author never stops
in time—Correct even to dulness, or negligent even to caprice—Many apocrypbal
facts and errors—Some examples—The author, then, has shown a want of philosophy
in details,. ——IIL.—He shows a like want of it in his general views—All science
begins with empiricism—False course p d by M qui G 'y in history
—Virtue, honour, fear—To bring all to one unique probl Fatality—Phrenology
in history.
IV.—Nature of the eulogiums bestowed on the Spirit of Laws—Every one saw in it what
he wished to see—L lle—Indirect admissi Better to have been candid.

V.—8 'y of criticisms—The work has no conclusion—Few people read it to the
end—Illusions of the author—Invocation to the Muses—The Defence of the Spirit of
Laws—Ever the Persian Letters.

THus, to return to the eighteenth century, and to its want
of sound historical criticism, history was a field entered upon
by the greater number of writers, not for the purpose of clear-
ing uncultivated spots, there being little taste for that kind
of toil, or even of reaping such or such a corner already
brought into cultivation, but to gather up a little everywhere,
taking, leaving, and mingling together at will. It was this
liberty, this license, to speak more correctly, and this impu-
dence, which obtained the name of the philosophy of history.
The philosophical historian was the man who contrived to
bring out of facts all that the philosophy of the day required. -
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“ Voltaire never will write a good history. He is like the
monks, who do not write for the subject of which they treat,
but for the glory of their order. Voltaire wrote for his con-
ventual brotherhood.”

So said Montesquieu,* and never more truly. But Montes-
quieu himself, we have said, formed no exception.

It is time to justify an assertion which has, doubtless,
seemed rash, and which, perhaps, will hardly seem less to be
so after what we shall have said to establish it. Montesquieu's
reputation is like that of Socrates; in attempting to shake it,
we but lose our pains. Would you hence conclude that it
rests on solid foundations? It would equally prove that it
rests one knows not well on what, and that, if it defies criti-
. cism, it is because it subsists beyond the rules of criticism,
beyond the reach of a sound and serious appreciation. * Once
on a time,” says M. Villemain, “I thought I had seen in
Montesquieu’s work a learned composition, complete in all its
parts. Everything in it appeared methodical and luminous.
On further study, I understood it less.” This is what we, too,
shall, ere long, say of the book ; it is what we say, meanwhile,
of the reputation itself of the author. Analyse it, and you
find it inexplicable.

As respects its foundations, first of all, let us be permitted
to put one or two questions.

Without the Persian Letters, would the Spirit of Laws
have met with any success ? Possibly it might ; but certainly
with not so much.

Would there have been any relish for the Spirit of Laws,
even after the Persian Letters had appeared, but for those few
chapters in which Montesquieu brought his tribute to the in-
exorable demands of the time ? There would have been little,
very little. Five-sixths of the book—nine-tenths of it, per-

® Penstes diverses—(Divers Reflections),
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haps,-had nothing of a nature to captivate the common herd
of readers. Without those few chapters, the Spirit of Laws
might have taken its place till doomsday beside the researches,
of a Dubos, the great man, and Montesquieu would haye
remained great man—after the fashion of Dubos.

But the Persian Letters had given the measure of what
was the author’s daring. The Spirit of Laws was expected
to be the complement of his former freaks. For twenty years,
people had been prepared to hail the appearance of his book
as the gospel of modern liberalism. His work could not fail,
be it what it might, to make an immense noise. All the
trumpets were in readiness. They sounded with a deafening
clang, and the sound has reached even our day. ¢ Mankind
had lost its titles,” cried that master of reputations, Vol-
taire; ¢ Montesquieu has found them again, and has restored
them.”

- But all this praise was for the public. We must see how
people treated, in secret, this book which they had put upon
their altars, how they treated it openly, after they had once
got the advantage from it which they had coveted. Nay,
more ; it is certain that the chief leaders of the party hesi-
tated, at first, about adopting it. They thought it long and
tedious ; too incisive in many places, too pliant in others;
above all, they could not digest the praises bestowed by the
author, however dryly, on the Christian religion. But those
few eulogiums, greedily caught at by the clergy, then at their
last extremity, threatened to give the book a reputation for
orthodoxy, which might hardly have any longer made it ser-
viceable. Accordingly, it was laid hold of, and no sooner
adopted than it had, of course, to be proclaimed a masterpiece.

We say not, be it observed, that this is not, at least in some
respects, its character; we only inquire what was really
thought of it by those who proclaimed its being so. Here we
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are behind the curtain, and cannot but open our eyes to what
is passing there.

Well, then, the correspondence of Voltaire, D’Alembert,
Grimm, and Helvetius, Collé’s Journal Historique, together
with a thousand details scattered through the memoirs of
those times, all agree with what we have said as to the man-
ner in which the Spirit of Laws was criticized by those whe
were thrusting it on the admiration of Europe.

Voltaire, it has been said, was jealous. It is very possible;
but if many of his remarks are more ill-natured than just,
there are many also, as we shall soon see, where he is evi-
dently in the right.

Grimm, like the whole of the party, admires in the gross,
cries anathema to all who will not admire, and no sooner
begins to explain himself in detail, than farewell to admira-
tion.

Collé, whose ill-written Journal recommends itself by an
independence which was rare enough, at that time, among
second-rate authors, candidly relates the whole affair. After
saying that he had been amused with the first volume, and
tired with the second, * This is what I have felt,” he adds;
% this is what is said by authors and metaphysicians, by all,
in short, that have a little philosoply in their heads. They
maintain that it is a work without order, without connexion,
without sequence of ideas, without principles ; it is, they say,
the portfolio of a clever man, and that is all.”

Dupin, the farmer-general, having made a collection of the
eriticisms of men of letters and others who used to meet at
his house, printed them in three volumes. These volumes
had passed through the press when, through the intervention
of Madame de Pompadour, the author was prevailed upon to
stop their sale. Dupin carried his complaisance so far as even
to destroy the edition, with the exception of some twenty or
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i thirty copies, all in the hands of devoted friends. But the
- secret came out. Voltaire speaks of the work with high praise,
" and admits his having taken from it the greater part of his
- criticisms, which did not prevent him, according to custom,
" from anathematizing whosoever should dare to-make use of it
in openly attacking Montesquieu’s reputation. Crevier, for
~ having done much the same thing as Dupin, was denounced
i 88 a monster and a fool.

" Rousseau seemed, at first, more sincere in his admiration
of the Spirit of Laws. One day that he heard it disputed
whether Montesquien was really the author of the work—* If
_ that book is not his,” said he, ‘ who, then, is the god that
. composed it ?”” And yet, looking at the collective character
' of his own writings, we may boldly assert that the book did
. not please him, and to him could not seem a very good book.
He had the art of not attacking it openly, for he was more
. subtle, under all his great outward show of frankness, than
! Voltaire, with all that perfect ease with which he conld
" practise dissimulation and falsehood; but there is too wide a
distance betwixt his ideas and Montesquieu’s, that it should be
possible for him, except in the first period of his acquaintance
with it, and before he had written himself, to have seriously
admired the Spirit of Laws. In 1748, Rousseau was & de-
voted member of the citerie that was interested in extolling
Montesquien to the skies.

Helvetius, to whom the Spirit of Laws was communicated
before its publication, “thought it,” says M. Villemain,
#feeble, behind the age, and, trembling for the glory of his
friend, he would have had him withdraw it from the press.”
Helvetius had not had the courage to say to the author di-
rectly what he thought of his book. He had communicated
his opinion of it to Saurin, who was also a friend of Montes-
auien’s ; and the two judges for a long time threw upon each
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other the painful task of telling him how far short his book
had come of what had been expected of him.

II.—But these men possibly were incapable of forming an
adequate judgment of the work ; perhaps their public eulo-
giums, although far from sincere, were more just than their
private criticisms.

A few words, then, on the principal private opinions as to
its merits.

The Spirit of Laws is “ Spirit (Wit) on Laws,” had been
said of it by Madame du Deffand; and great thereupon had
been the indignation of Montesquieu’s admirers.

What is Uesprit? ¢ L'esprit,”’ says, Voltaire,* *is some-
times a novel comparison, sometimes a subtle allusion ; here,
it is the abuse of a word given in one sense and allowed to be
taken up in another, there, it is a delicate relation between
two uncommon ideas. It is a singular metaphor; it is a
search for what a subject does not at first present, yet of what
it, in fact, comprehends; it is the art of combining two things
that are remote, or of dividing two things that appear to be
united, or of opposing the one to the other ; it is the art of ut-
tering but half what one thinks, and leaving the other half
to be guessed. In fine, I would speak of all the different
ways of showing what l'esprit is, had I more of it myself.” +

Such, it seems to us, is one of the best definitions of I'esprit
that has ever appeared. It is quoted everywhere, and de-
servedly so.

Let it be taken, then, and let us be told whether Montes-
quieu’s book does not answer to it far too closely for a work of
the kind.

* Dictionnaire Philosophique—{Philosopbical Dictionary).

t I have not attempted to give an English synonym for a word which Voltaire found
it so difficult to define. Wit, perhaps, is the pproach to it. But we never could
suy, the Wit of Laws.—Trans.
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Everywhere we find sketches; everywhere difficulties
eluded ; everywhere, even in those parts where there is really
some depth, arguments cut facetwise, phrases thrown in for
mere effect, sentences closed abruptly, even witticisms, some
excellent, others stale enough, and, perhaps, on two or three
occasions, gross enough withal; everywhere lesprit, in fine,
good or bad, except in that passage in the preface where the
author makes an awkward enough attempt to anticipate this
charge by excusing his falling into the very contrary. ¢ One
will not find here,” he says, * those bold touches which seem
to characterize the writings of the present day. However
little we may enlarge our views of things, their salient points
- disappear; they ordinarily originate only in the mind’s throw-
© ing itself all on one side and abandoning all the others.” No
t words could better express our meaning, when we charge the
. Spirit of Laws with being a work of esprit. “I have found
: the esprit of the author, who has much of it,” said Voltaire in
. 1765,* “ and rarely the esprit of the laws. He rather skips
. than walks, amuses rather than enlightens, and is sometimes
more satirical than judicious.”

Form plays so large a part in the book that one may cer-
tainly be allowed to ask, whether this be indeed the form of
a serious work, or if & serious work, in such a form, does not
somewhat lose its character of being so.

What are we to say, first of all, of those endless divisions
and subdivisions—thirty-one books; more than six hundred
chapters. What shall we say of the distribution of the mat-
ters they contain? The twenty-sixth book has twenty-five
chapters, the twenty-eighth has forty-five, and the twenty-
seventh, between those two, has but one. There are chapters
of ten pages each, and others of ten lines, of four lines, of two

* Jdées Républicaines—(Republican Ideas),
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lines. Often they are the shortest that you find followed
by another, by two others, evern by three others, all very short,
and all entituled, Continuation of the same subject. In the
demonstrations, sometimes the principle and the examples are
brought together in the same chapter; sometimes you find a
single example form a chapter apart, with a meaningless or
odd-looking title. One would say, that some mischievous wit
had, for his amusement, parcelled out the text and travestied
the titles.

Montesquieu has evidently, by these divisions and subdivi-
sions, sought that rigorous accuracy which he felt he could
not reach by the natural development of his principles. Was
this for the purpose of mystifying his readers? He has been
accused of such deception, and it is not easy, in fact, in some
passages at least, to avoid seeing a little calculation and cun-
ning. We should rather say—it were more respectful, and
perhaps also more just—that in this he had deluded himself,
and believed he was more exact in reality because he was so
in show. But the more faith we can have in his sincerity,
the more shall we feel at our ease in seriously and frankly
noticing the defects of his book.

If there be any one thing in which genius and wit (le bel
esprit), the greatest and the smallest of the human faculties,
can alike have complacency, it is in those bold generalisations,
in that perception of remote resemblances, in which we must
recognise either the far-seeing glance of the eagle, or the mere
result of a kind of optical trick.

Such is the alternative in which, while studying Montes-
quieu, you find yourself almost constantly placed. He has
often the eagle’s far-seeing ken; yet he can rarely refrain
from optical tricks, even when soaring high enough to permit
his dispensing with them.

“If I needs must,” you find him say, in his Pensées Diver-
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- ses, * characterize our poets, I would compare Corneille to
Michael Angelo, and Racine to Raphael.” ...

i Excellent; but see how he follows it up. He will have
© the parallel complete, that each painter shall have for his pen-
dant a poet, each poet a painter. Marot is Correggio; La
Fontaine, Titian; Boileau, Dominichino; Crebillon, Guer-
oino; Voltaire, Guido; Fontenelle, Bernini ; La Motte, Rem-
brandt, &c. In regard to the first names, he was sufficiently
. in the right ; but where was he as respects the last ?

And this is what he has often done, on a much larger scale,

in the appreciation of events and of laws. 8o, also, where he
is in the right at starting, he rarely ends without being in the
: wrong, without, at least, landing in arbitrary assertions, in
which, if not manifestly in the wrong, he is a8 certainly not
. in the right.
Accuracy, accordingly, is often found much more in the
. titles than in the text ; it is found in the principles, or rather
| in the statement of principles, much more than in the develop-
; ments which go before or follow. There are chapters in
which the author merely repeats the title without adding
anything that deserves the name of proof, without so much as
attempting to say what looks like proof; there are chapters,
also, in which you hardly find anything that the title indi-
cates, so that the author seems at times the slave of his divi-
sions, at other times a capricious being who allows his
thoughts to wander at random.

Those assertions which he so boldly lays down as axioms
of legislation or of history, have often no better foundation
than some solitary and perhaps more than doubtful fact re-
lated on the credit of some doubtful traveller or historian.
How much use, for example, has he made of the Byzantine
historians ; so full of idle tales. How many such tales has he
not collected himself, not ouly about Japan and China, but
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about-more than one of the peoples of Europe! He has been
mistaken, in many places, even with respect to the countries
through which he had travelled, such as Italy, Switzerland,
and England itself, which he was understood to have so
thoroughly studied, and to have seen to such advantage;*
and as his object, in adducing facts, is always to draw conse-
quences from them, with him no errors are of slight moment;
each draws after it at least one other, and sometimes a whole
series.

Voltaire has pointed out several of these singular general-
isations, yet is far from having noticed them all. Helvetius,
whose remarks are found in some editions of Montesquieu, is
occasionally wrong in his fault-finding, but how often also is
he right! Montesquieu often appreciates with genius; but
often, too, where no more was required than some common
sense and a little criticism, he plunges into falge conclusions.
The blunder, even though purely historical, is sometimes so
complete, 8o enormous, that one might be tempted to set it
down as an error of the press. What would be thought at
the present day of a historian who should make Christopher
Columbus a cotemporary of Francis I. 74+ Little scrupulous
as to facts drawn from his own recollection or observation,
Montesquieu is still less so with respect to those which he can
screen behind a name of some weight. He never discusses
the ancient historians ; it is enough that a fact suits his pur-
pose in order to its possessing in his eyes all requisite authen-
ticity, and even then it is well if he does not allow himself to
exaggerate or to extenuate it, according as the hypothesis he
is maintaining may require.

That the man whose sole object it is to tell a story should

* His Pensées sur I Anoleterre—(Thoughts on England) in inst of levity that
are almost past belief. To be sure they are mere notes, jotted down in haste ; bat some
of them are passing strange even for notes.

1 Book xxi. ch. 22.
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not trouble himself too much about ascertaining how far what
he relates is true, may be conceived and excused, although it
i8 not what a genuine historian would do; but that he who
relates facts for the purpose of explanation, and of deducing
congequences and laws, should not, first of all, see to the facts
being real, and, supposing them to be real, that:he should not
ascertain how far they form an adequate basis for what he
proposes to establish, is to exhibit either a want of conscience,
or certainly a want of philosophy.

ITIT.—Philosophy, then, was that in which Montesquien
was mainly wanting. We have seen that here he was want-
ing in point of form ; and this he virtually admitted, in calling
to his aid a piece of stage effect quite unworthy of his subject.
That here, too, he was wanting in substance we proceed to
see, and to prove it- have only to bring together the conces-
sions which his admirers have been forced to make. Those
of M. Villemain would of themselves form a sum-total, after
seeing which, one would find it difficult not to be somewhat
agtonished at the eulogiums amid which he enshrines them.

. But it is not only as respects historical truth that we dis-
cover defects in Montesquieu’s philosophy.

Nothing less philosophical, in fact—if by philosophical we
mean exact and true—than the general system he has fol-
. lowed, and to which he attributes, sincerely, the whole value
and success of his work.

Here, we own, it is not so much he himself that is directly
in fault. All the sciences and all the arts have begun with
empiricism, and political science could not escape this unto-
ward necessity. Only, it is odd that it should have fallen
into it so fully, at a time when all other sciences were casting
themselves loose from their old yoke, and placing observation
at the basis of all that they taught.

M

-
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“T have laid down principles,” wrote Montesquieu, accord-
ingly, in his preface, ‘“ and I have seen particular cases adapt
themselves to these, as it were, spontaneously.”

Spontaneously! We might answer him at once on this
word, by saying, that the work should not have cost him
twenty years.

No, it was not spontaneously that the facts adapted them-
gelves to his principles ; it was by continual efforts of ingenuity,
and even of genius, that he succeeded in adapting the former
to the latter, with more or less success. One might say of
his book what Diderot had said of that of Helvetius: ¢ There
is too much method in his method. Highways are necessary,
but they must be wide, and they must not be lines.”

Now, lines—mathematical lines—are what Montesquien
attempts to trace in the sinuous and capricious field of history.
But in a science where effects and causes mutually modify
and cross each other, and are infinitely intermingled, geome-
trical accuracy can only be a perpetual sophism, or, at least,
a perpetual effort of ingenuity. Even in the exact sciences,
there are many principles which, though true in themselves,
would be absurd in practice. We are told, for example, that
a cube is formed by the movement of a plane. This is what
gives us the exact idea, in fact, of a regular cube. But has
this definition any relation to the material conditions on which
a cubical body actually exists? Would a geometrician ever
attempt to create a cube by the movement of a plane, or

explain by the movement of a plane the creation of a real
" material cube? Yet this is what those affect to do, who in
politics lay down absolute principles, and would then have
facts to accommodate themselves to these. This has been
said of Rousseau—it might, with no less truth, be said of
Montesquieu; for these two minds, so different, and often so
oontrary, had more than one feature in common. When
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Montesquien teaches that the principle of the democratical
state i8 virtue, that of the monarchical honour, that of the
despotic fear, much might at once be said on this statement
on its own merits ;* but granting it to be correct and true,
still it would be true only like the mathematical definition
of a cube—that is to say, no practical consequence could be
drawn from it. And yet such is the foundation on which
Montesquieu’s whole edifice rests; such is the foundation on
which he pretends to demonstrate that the whole has neces-
sarily rested, ever since social communities have had their
existence.

Hence so many absolute judgments; hence that reasoning
fatalism, which labours to show in all the events of a nation’s
life 80 many of the necessary consequences of its constitution,
ag if its constitution itself were not much rathen the result of
those events—as if the unforeseen did not play an immense
part in all things human. “Given, the constitution of a
people, to find its history ; given, its history, to find its con-
stitution.””  Such, according to Montesquieu, are the two
problems to the solution of which everything may be reduced.
But as there is no people of which we do not know more or
less, at the same time, of their constitution and their history,
these two problems form only one; and the historian’s task
is confined to the disentangling of this accord, held to be con-
stant, necessary, fatal, between events and laws.

This is what Montesquieu has done for all the nations with
which he has had to occupy himself; it is what he has done
for the Romans, in particular, whether we take up his Con-
siderations on their history, or his Spirit of Laws. Rome, in its

* We know that controversies arose, even during the author's lfetime, about the
meaning of these three words, especially the first. He had not defined them, and obsti-
nataly refused to do 0. Who can believe that he would not have done it, but from his
being afraid that it might shake the whole edifice ? .
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ascending period, not only was never conquered, but could not,
and ought not to have been conquered; Rome, in its decline,
passed through phases which its anterior condition had irre-
vocably determined. The great usurpations and great crimes
that were perpetrated are not precisely excused ; we have only
the physician comforting himself over the most frightful ac-
cidents, by saying that he had clearly foreseen them. All,
in fine, is regulated beforehand, if not by a blind fatality, at
least by a necessity, resulting from the nation’s primitive in-
stincts, as well as from the laws which it had given itself in
consequence of these. The principle of human liberty is
saved, and that, indeed, of itself is something; but historical
truth is at every instant sacrificed to the requisitions of theory.
He who said so well— Observations are the history of physi-
cal science, systems are its fable,”* has himself oftener given
us the fable of laws than their history.

It is with this system, accordingly, as with those which -
have been made fot explaining, according to the conformation
of the brain, the instincts and the history of any individual.
If you keep to generalities, there is truth in phrenology; if
you enter into details, if you would by means of it explain all
and prognosticate all, it i8 of no consequence your hitting here
and there on the truth. It will not, it cannot be anything
but quackery, Why? Because a thousand physical and
moral circumstances may have modified the results of the
form of the brain. Thousands and ten thousands of circum-
stances may have also modified the results, primitively pro-
bable, of a people’s conformation.

* Pensées Diverses. He is known to have profected in his youth a geological and
physical history of the earth. What would the book have been? Montesquieu must
have set about it quite otherwise than with the Spirét of Laws, or he would have made
a poor work of it. Bome strokes of genius—for it would have had these—would not so
easily, in a scientific work, have got him. excused for laying down principles @ priors, and
facta collected without ination, or adapted to the needs of hypothesis.
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1V.—Few men have been so much praised as Montesquieu ;
but there is a curious feature to be noticed in those eulogiums.
It is the freedom each assumes, in regard to the Spirit of
Laws, of praising not only what is there, but likewise what
is not there, and often much more what is not there than
what is there. What a wicked wit thought he could: say of
the Bible,— ,

“Hic liber est in quo queerit sua dogmata quisque, 'S ('
Invenit atque ibidem dogmata quisque sua,— L
might be justly said of Montesquieu’s book. Each man has
sought, each man has found, his own doctrines in- it; each,
abandoning what he could not praise—that is to say, oﬁen a
large part of the book—has fallen back on what it suited him
to see, or to suppose that he saw, in the rest of it. One of
its admirers, Lacretelle,* admits this frankly enongh. Esta-
blishing, first of all, that Moniesquieu—hampered by his posi-
tion in society, and having no desire to sacrifice his repose—
wished to be ¢ the apostle, and not the martyr of the truth,”
he explains the Spirit of Laws as if it were an enigma through-
out, of which the age had to discover the meaning. “Not
venturing to embrace the subject in the way of theory,” says
he, “ Montesquieu resolved to make a theory result from a
vast review of historical facts. Hence that affectation of
erudition, in which he has rather followed than obtained the
glory of a solid erudition. But it is by this system that, after
the manner of the ancients, he has contrived to philosophize
with impunity; to advance to an object which he does not
show (the appreciation of laws by the felicity or the infelicity
of nations) ; to direct all thoughts towards a kind of govern-
ment, where he seems to see no more than a local phenomenon
(the English constitution) ; to decry another, which he seems
to consecrate (the monarchy of Louis XIV.); to affect hatred
# The elder Lacretelle, in his Portraits Littéraires—(Literary Portraits.)
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only for despotism, which all were ready to abandon to him;
but to make despotism recognised wherever the democratical
principle—the equality of citizens, secured by the impartial
supremacy of the law—has been effaced. Apparently, he
would protect whatever exists; but, in reality, he subjects all
to the rights of mankind. Unable openly to reveal truths,
he makes them palpable. You learn to ponder what he
says, in order to arrive at what he wants you to comprehend.”
Let us say, rather, what people want to comprehend.

But granting all this to be true, still it is a strange eulo-
gium; and perhaps one might make a better one, for the
author’s glory, by admitting that he is often feeble, super-
ficial, and incorrect, than to represent him as always power-
ful, always profound, after this fashion. As for these alleged
appeals to the “rights of mankind,” we shall see elsewhere
what, in Montesquieu, democracy is, and whether he has
made it anything but the most complete of despotisms. You
believe him to be in advance of his age, and you would fain
believe yourselves to be along with him; but be on your
guard, he is sometimes far behind. When capital laws have
been made against duelling, he will tell you, for example,*
that perhaps it might have sufficed to deprive a warrior of
his quality of warrior, by depriving him of his hand. Here
is what is neither of the eighteenth century nor of the seven-
teenth. We have nothing more to do after this, than to punish
blasphemers likewise in the member by which they have
sinned—that is to say, by cutting out their tongues.

Lacretelle admits, moreover, that the author of the Spirit
of Laws has largely sacrificed to the levity of the times.
“ Montesquieu,” says he,  abridges his chapters where he
ought to have more fully developed them, as if to make it be
thought that he is chary of words, and that ideas, with him,

* Book xxiv. ch. 24
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are only flashes of genius; he throws in chapters like epi-
grams; he lavishes forms, tones, and turns of expression when
he jests with the fashions of his day; he presents you with
sketches ‘that you would say were borrowed fom Voiture,
Marivaux, ...” &. We have said no more.

V.—The Spirit of Laws is a continual succession of small
facts and vast consequences, of assertions proved superabun-
dantly and of assertions not proved enough, of results out of
proportion to their causes, of questions exhausted down to
their last details, and of questions on which hardly a word is
said. In an invocation to the Muses which he had the odd
idea of placing at the head of the second volume, and which
‘Vernet made him withdraw, he said : ¢ Caunse that men learn
and that I do not teach, that I may reflect and may appear to
feel.” This was to say candidly enough, not to the Muses,
but to the readers, “ Though you should find me shallow, be
assured I am not the less profound. Although my erudition
may appear superficial and incomplete, say that I wanted to
avoid wearying you. When I shall have wit, and I hope to
have it often, see in it only the intention of dissembling my
genius.” Thus his apologists have done, thus they still do.
Are they not a little tired of it ?

After all these subdivisions, you expect at least some gene-
ral conclusion, some wide survey taken from above, of that
immense plain over which the author has conducted you.
There is none. The work does not come to a close. The
last chapter is one of those at the head of which you read,
Continuation of the same subject. This same subject is a dis-
sertation on a point at once very special and very obscure, the
‘origin of the hereditary succession of fiefs. We find in it
‘genuine erudition ; but the whole of this end has the look of
a fragment to which the author attached a value proportioned
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to the labour it had cost him,* and placed it there not know-
ing where else to put it. One naturally asks, how he could
avoid being sensible of the feeling of emptiness and weariness
which such an ending would leave in the minds of his readers.
But are there many who read on to the end? Among those
who will doubtless be indignant at the frankness with which
we have stated our impressions, more than one assuredly has
never done so.

These observations and many others were made to Montes-
quieu; his friends and his foes were at one on a multitude of
points. But, notwithstanding the modest assurances to be
found in many a passage of the beok, the author was one of
the most eager to consider it as the finishing word of the new
science, and the gospel of future legislations. He even re-
fused to correct material palpable errors, which he was com-
pelled to acknowledge ; one would have said that he did not
wish, by correcting himself on some points, to allow it to be
thought that he might have erred on others. His principles
had acquired, in his own eyes, mathematical evidence. Facts
proved nothing against them, any more than an ill-drawn
triangle could be supposed to invalidate the geometrical pro-
perties of the triangle.

Ever the esprit, ever the pride of the age. When facts did
not square with ideas, it was the facts that were wrong.
Mably, in one.of his works, had predicted a long duration to
the constitution of Sweden, and before the work had come
from the press that constitution was no more. Mably did not
alter a word. “ The King of Sweden,” said he, ¢ may indeed
alter his country ; but he shall not make me alter my book.”
Ever the siége of Vertot.

It was only blockheads, therefore, according to Montes-
quieu, or people without principle, that could refuse to yield.

* He assured his friends that his hair had grown white while working at it.
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His Defence of the Spirit of Laws is a pamphlet written in the
taste of Voltaire. Hence Voltaire praised it highly. “The
three fingers that wrote the Spirit of’ Laws condescended so far
as to crush, by dint of reason and of epigrammatic strokes, the
convulsionary wasp that was buzzing about his ears.”* In fact,
in his inveterate habit of eluding difficulties, he had thought
good to reply only to obscure adversaries whose exaggera-
tions gave ample scope for his light sarcastic vein. He does
not refute ; he banters his assailants. In like manner, where
he had good reasons to give, he still continues his raillery,
and, in a word, he has never answered the objections started
by his book. People think they concede a great deal when
they confess that he sacrificed to the levity of the age. No,
he made no sacrifice. He only followed his own natural
humour, and what you find borrowed in his case, is much
rather his seriousness. Whatever he may write, you find
always the author of the Persian Letters, always the man of
the eighteenth century, always the friend of Voltaire—for
such he is—hardly concealing a little beneath his magisterial
robes what he thinks of his age and his master.

* Let us not forget—a fresh specimen of the sincerity he showed in all this affair—
that these lines occur in the preface to the remarks in which Voltaire treats Montesquicu
more severely thun anybody.
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CHAPTER XI.

1.—R 's opinfon of porary historians—What was wanting in that age in
order to have good ones.
II.—Voltaire thought himself purely philosophical in history—The Essay on Manners—

The Age of Louis X1V.—That title promised much—The author repeats it and com-
ments upon it—Has he given what he promlud ?—Blanks and defects now acknow-
ledged by everybody—C porary op Grimm—Toil and pains had little
success with Voltaire—He was never truly superior but in what he did well off-hand
—Little or no progress with him in talent, in philosophy, or in genuine maturity.

IIL.—Voltaire and historical criticism—No principles—The task of the historian, which
had become more difficult in appearance, was rather facilitated in reality.

Tae philosophy of history, then, had not yet appeared.
People thought they looked down from an elevation, and yet
they surveyed events and ideas only from the level of the
systems, the interests, and the resentments of the day.

One understands how amid books thus conceived, Rousseau
could have said, in his Emile, *“ The worst hisboria.ns, for a
young man, are those that judge.” It is true that, a8 is usual
with him, he immediately goes too far. * The facts,”” he
adds, “the facts! and let the youth judge for himself. If
guided incessantly by the author’s judgment, he only looks at
things with another’s eye, and when that eye is wanting, he
can no longer see anything.” A mistake. The best method,
on the contrary, of habituating himself to abstain from judg-
ing, is to make him read historians that do not judge; if he
has read some that judge, he can no longer read without judg-
ing. The difficulty lies in not having those that judge soundly
and philosophically, in the proper meaning of the word.
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We cannot, therefore, blame the writers of the eighteenth
century for having wished to pass judgment on facts, that is,
in point of fact, for having been historians and not simple
chroniclers. It was a happy and a necessary revolution that
had to be effected in history. But, like all revolutions, it was
ill executed. Too many things were wanting to admit of its
being effected wisely and only with happy results.

The true historian loves the times that he describes. Not
that we mean by this, that he sees all things bright; but he
likes it, he lives in it, he becomes the cotemporary of the men
whom he places on the scene, he makes himself their fellow-
citizen.

Now, the eighteenth century had too high an idea of itself
to act in this wise with regard to any age whatsoever. You
may see it, indeed, crying up the virtues of such or such an
ancient epoch ; but only after having reconstructed it after
its own manner, and with an eye to the polemics of the day.
Sparta and Rome have become watchwords; be assured that
among the many who use them as such, there are neither
Spartans nor Romans. All countries and all times that can-
not be turned in like manner to account are made objects of
pity. A king of Siam, we are told, or of Pegu, who was in-
formed by an ambassador that the Venetians had no king,
burst into a fit of interminable laughter; he could not have
laughed more on hearing that they had no noses or no ears.
Voltaire’s laughter is always a little of the same kind. The
crotchet, so common to the inhabitants of capital cities, of
seeing everything under their own point of view, of despising
all that is not themselves, was carried into history. Not a
man in that whole school fell in love with the national chro-
nicles. “ You say,” wrote Voltaire in 1764, * that what the
English know best is the history of England; I add, that
what the French know least is the history of France.” He
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" spoke the truth; but how was he to set about teaching it to
them? It had been better to have been altogether un-
acquainted with it, as uhder Louis XIV., than to know it
only by halves, so as, with Voltaire, to see nothing but acts
of folly and childishness. One would have blushed to seem
to initiate one’s-self in the life of the olden time ; one felt a
conscious pride in having nothing but sarcasms to bestow on
the faith, the manners, and the labours of the Middle Ages.
People began, indeed, to study them a little, in order, as it
was said, that some light might be thrown on their darkness,
and to clear the surface of that wild wilderness ; but that that
wilderness could have its poetry, its lessons, its grandeur, was
what nobody conceived, and still more, what nobody would
have dared to have the appearance of perceiving. Ever the
same mistake. Philosophy was wanting at that very point
precisely at which it was supposed to have been carried the
farthest.

IL—In short, it was with perfect sincerity that people
thought they looked down from above, because it was their
intention to do so.

Voltaire, generally modest in speaking of his works, is fond
of repeating the obligations under which history lies to him.

¢ Here,” we find him say in his Essay on Manners, “I con-
sider the lot of men rather than the revolutions of the throne.
It is to mankind that attention ought most to have been paid
in history ; there it is that every writer ought to have said,
Homo sum.”

The rule is excellent. But it is not only with regard to
his readers that the historian ought to be man ; it is also with
regard to those on whom he passes judgment, and the latter
should not be immolated to the former.

This is what Voltaire has forgotten, and nowhere has he
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more thoroughly forgotten it than in the very book where the
rule is so well laid down. ¢ What is wanting in this work,”
says M. Villemain, ¢ is the very thing which he promised, phi-
losophy, that is to say, the impartial judging of all epochs.”
His Age of Louis XIV., which was hardly less deficient in

© it, though in a different manner, had no less lofty pretensions.

The very title was a promise, and a great promise. We
have become accustomed to titles of this sort, and the expres-
sions, to judge an age, to write the history of an age, have be-
come common. But at that time it was a novelty ; there was,
in those single words, the programme of a new world in his-
tory, and although people may not have understood it, the
anthor had been sufficiently proud of it. “It is thought
necessary to say to those who may read this work, that they
should remember that it is no mere narrative of campaigns, but
rather a history of men’s manners. Enough of books are full
of all the petty details of war, and of those details of human
fury and misery. My design, in this attempt, is to portray
the leading characters of those revolutions, and to throw aside
the multitude of small facts that the more considerable may
be better seen, together, if possible, with the spirit that con-

; ducted them.”* “I wish to portray,” he says again, in a

letter to Lord Harvey, ¢ the last century, and not merely a
prince. I am tired of histories in which we find nothing but
the good and ill fortunes of a king, as if he alone existed, or
a8 if nothing existed except with relation to him. In one
word, it is the history of a great age still more than of a great
king that I write.”

No words could better express what the critics are at the
present day unanimous in blaming him for not having done.
To give a good idea of that book, one would need almost to
take the reverse of what the author has said. His Age of

*.0n. xi.



190 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

Louis XIV. is, above all else, the history of Louis XIV. His
eyes are never taken off the throne ; he sees not, he does not
make us see, the nation, except in the king, or, at most,
around the king. He says he would not have a historian
find pleasure in the narratives of campaigns, yet into these
he launches with the most intense delight, without even ex-
pressing, we have seen, any serious reprobation of the ambition
which caused so much bloodshed. He would have large and
comprehensive views, yet he treats separately all subjects,
war, the finances, ecclesiastical affairs, &c. Just as Montes-
quieu has left off with a treatise on fiefs, he finishes with the
quarrel between the Dominicans and the Jesuits on the sub-
ject of the Chinese ceremonies. He promises to leave out
small facts, yet he omits none. He is even incapable of
distinguishing between those that have some historical im- -
portance and those that are merely curious. Wretched trifles
have a place in the body of the history, and the coup d’'état
of Louis XIV. walking in at a meeting of his Parliament,
quite a youth, and in his hunting dress and boots, is thrust
aside among the anecdotes.

Many of these defects were not such in the eyes of his co-
temporaries, accustomed as they were to 50 many books that
were still less philosophical ; but we learn from the testimony
of Grimm, that even at that time people were not deceived as
to the general feebleness of the work. ¢ Notwithstanding
the enthusiasm which M. de Voltaire’s brilliant colouring is
always sure to call forth,” he writes in 1753, ¢ people cannot
shut their eyes to the fact that the author has not accom-
plished his object, or done justice to the title he has bestowed
upon his book. Even in admitting the excellence of M. de
Voltaire’s plan, one must allow that the first part is a mere
abridgment of the history of Louis XIV.’s reign, not that of
his age, and that the second volume, which is the most im-
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portant, seems to have been composed in haste, and without
much care, and presents but a very slight sketch of the genius
of that age.”

Such was the language employed—in strict privacy, be it
understood, for men were not to be deprived of the right to
call those of Voltaire’s adversaries blockheads, or jealous per-
sons, who ventured to say a8 much of it openly. But we
know, on the other hand, that that second part, which was
thought, with reason, to be the feeblest, because it ought to
have been the strongest part, was by no means composed, as
Grimm seems to have believed, in haste and without care.
Voltaire’s correspondence leads us to believe that he had not
epared time upon it, and that he had given it all the interest
and all the care of which he was capable. We are compelled
to conclude that we have there the very highest exercise of
his powers.

* Toil and pains, we would observe, did not in general suc-
ceed with him. He could, indeed, in re-touching a work, ex-
punge some blemishes, add some strokes, and these, perhaps,
among the happiest ; but radically to improve it, to give it
solidity and depth, was beyond his power—it was beyond his
very nature. Shallow and feverish, his re-touchings ended
only in blinding him to the serious defects of the work. He
retrenched little, added much, and always so as to add to the
force of what a calmer examination would have led him to see
was already too strong. Thus it was that he has added to the
Age of Louis XIV. so many things that jar with the gravity
of the work, and that the Essay on Manners, on which he
laboured almost half his lifetime, has been lengthened out
with so many passionate repetitions, so many passages unwor-
thy of a serious work. He has been really aund incontestably
superior only in those departments where genius exhibits itself
in sudden flashes, and where perfection is reached all at once.
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His life, viewed as a whole, would suggest to us, in this
point of view, the same observation as his works., With him
there was no progress. This, in some respects, is & recom-
mendation. It is a fine thing, even were no farther improve-
ment to be made, to start with such works as his Edipe and
his Henriade. But we speak of that more deep-seated pro-
gress for which one is indebted to meditation and age, and
the course of which is not necessarily interrupted by the
diminution, or even by the absence of talent. If a man.grows
old without knowing anything of this inward progress, we are
compelled to censure, or, at least, to pity him. Now, Voltaire,
at the age of five-and-twenty, had all the philosophy, all the
loves, all the enmities, all the good qualities, and all the vices
he ever had. No variation, in one sense, could be perceived
in that long life. 'When any of his earlier works is attacked
a8 shallow or immoral, no one dreams of objecting, in excuse
for the author, that it was the work of his youth. Why so?
Because it is so well known that, in that respect, his youth
lasted as long as his life. He was, from the very first, all
that he was ever to be ; he never changed, either essentially
or even, with the exception of some slight shades, in his out-
ward deportment. Youth never had seen him more generous
or more cynical, nor was his riper age more reserved, or his
old age more serious. That grand effort of human freedom
by which every one modifies and re-fashions himself according
to his reason or his humours, was never known to Voltaire.
One would say that he, on the contrary, devoted all his
powers to keep himself one and immutable. But, in order to
that, in reality he had nothing to do. Never had he any
doubt, never any inward conflict. One feels that he had not
even the least notion of those fluctnations of a soul which
passes from passionate attachment to disgust, from agitation
ta tranquillity, from fervour to feebleness. Never will you
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detect him either happy to have felt himself better, or sad for
having felt himself worse. He pursues his course ; he thinks
himself well to be as he is. Is he not the man of the age?
He would lose equally by being either Better or worse. He
believes himself, accordingly, to be as well as can be in all
things, and will not be such a fool as to change.

III.—In history, accordingly, as elsewhere in all the
parts of his work, Voltaire excelled really only in demolition.
There ‘was, no doubt, something to demolish in history, and
we should have been well pleased had Montesquieu been less
credulous ; but Voltaire, even where you approve his attacks
on traditions too lightly admitted, still offends you by his
haughty tone, by his want of learning; and if he rejects a
fact, it is always less, one would say, becatse it is or appears
to him untrue, than because he does not like it. Thus, in his
Fragments on History, he cleverly exposes fables admitted by
Rollin ; but after that, look not for discussions, properly so
called, or for principles laid down, or if he seems to lay down

any, it is only to fall back immediately into petty details,

petty refutations, and petty sneers. If he attempts to rise a
little in good earnest, he immediately reaches the utmost
limits of his learning, and admits that he does so with a curi-
ous candour. In many of his historical problems, the last
thing he has to say, and his grand argument is, that nations
are silly fools. Has he to speak of the establishment of the
Carlovingian race, and of the sanction given to it by the
court of Rome P—* One clearly sees, from this incident, what
was the law of the Franks, and in what stupidity the peoples
were sunk.”* Is it the establishment of feudalism, and is it
asked how that state of things could have found a footing ?—
“Iknow no other answer,” says he, but this, that most

* History of t:e Parliament of Paris.
N
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men are weak fools.”* Alas! too true; but they are never
80, in any given case, without causes which the philosopher
can and ought to search out and examine.

Montesquieu and Voltaire, in a word, made the tagk of the
historian too easy. All men of any talent could acquire that
shallow depth, that philosophy of epigrams which the common
herd of readers admired in their writings. Philosophical his-
tories went on multiplying from day to day, and were, after
all, mere histories, only without their simplicity. ¢ Every-
thing is esprit in France since Montesquieu has consecrated
the word,” wrote Grimm in 1767. ‘M. Anquetil calls his
history L’esprit de la Ligue, because he undertakes to develop
the secret causes and springs that were in action during those
wretched times; but, in fact, it was in order to draw attention
to his work by means of a fashionable title.” Possibly so;
yet who knows but the author might be sincere? L’esprit de
la Ligue, except in point of talent, better answers to its title
than does the Siécle de Louis XIV., and we have seen that
there might be more than one controversy to wage about that
of the Esprit des Lots.

* History of the Parliament of Paris.
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CHAPTER XIL

L—The drama—Errors already old—Was Corneille really Roman *—Fénelon’s opinion
—What Rome and the Romans are in Corneille—Was Racine Greek ?—Is he Hebrew
in Athalic p—Christian choruses—How to distinguish what is and what is not
antique.

IL—Historical truthin the drama—The point of departure from it—Did Voltaire, who
called for it, attain it >—Zaére—The Orphelin de la Chine—The Scythes.——IIL—
Invasion of Philosophi Mahomet— Alzire—Titus—Spartacus—Guillaume Tell—
False sentiment everywhere.

IV.—Inferiority of dy in the eigh h century—Causes—Comedy es-entially re-
quires true i Wit not ugh for in it—Voltaire has failed in it—
What his dies are—He unwittingl, d himself.——V.—False theory—
Art and nature—The drama and human life—The Maréchale de Noailles—Marcel
the dancing-master.——VI.—Tragedy admits what is comic better than comedy ad-
mits what is seri -Dangers and ridiculous results of mixed comedy—=Some contem-
porary opini Pedanti dies—Nanine—SBystem of B: hais—Molidre's
secret—Unknown to Voltaire—The author always behind the dramatis persone—
Satire and comedy are two different things—What George Dandin would be if treated
in the manner of Nanine.

VIL—How it was that this lsughing age liked to be made ﬁweep—lth not true that
all kinds of composition are good except the tiresome.

Bur it was not only in history, properly so called, that
people were under these illusions. The drama had its share
of them.

Here the error was of old standing; not identically the
same, it is true, but very near being so, if we take into ac-
count the difference of times.

Corneille and Racine did not pique themselves on their
philosophy ; but the one thought himself Roman and the
other Greek, and both were mistaken.
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Corneille, we say, was not Roman. People cry out against
this. What! shall we forget the Qu’il mourdt? and the im-
precations of Camillus? and Cornelia? and Sertorius? And
that line, so often applied to the poet himself: Rome n’est
plus dans Rome ; elle est toute o je suis!

People have become too much accustomed, we reply, to
think everything Roman that is forcible, grand—in short,
above nature. ‘It appears to me,” says Fénelon,* ¢that
the Romans have often been made to speak in too stilted a
style. I can see no proportion between the emphasis with
which Augustus is made to speak in Cinna, and the modest
simplicity in which he is described by Suetonius.”

And it is not Suetonius only, but all the Latin historians,
not excepting Tacitus, the least simple of them all, whom we
might adduce in evidence against the emphatic phraseology
of our Romans of the drama. Tragedy is entitled to amplify.
It even ought to amplify ; but let it not imagine that the more
it amplifies, the better it discharges its office. An Italian
landscape has always some warm colours; but would it be
deemed more true to nature, or more Italian, the more that
warm colours were lavished upon it? Rome and the Romans
are portrayed in Corneille as the Campagna of Rome has
often been painted, when the artist thought he could not
make the sky too red or the soil too adust.

We have further said, that Racine was not Greek. This
is generally allowed to be the truth. With a fine relish for
the beauties of Greece, he had not the genius of a Greek; it
was with perfect honesty of intention that he produced as
Greek, and as truly Greek, what was only admirably tra-
vestied.

Is he more Hebrew in Athalie than Greek in Iphigénie and
in Phédre? No. We might even show, that in the choruses,

* Letter to the Academy.
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where he thought himself most under Hebrew inspiration, he
has given most scope to the modern and to the Christian ele-
ment. From the first act, for example, after the splendid
picture presented by the Sinai scene, what, under his pen, do
we find that law become, which is promulgated with such
terrible accompaniments ?
¢God to this happy people did ordain
That they should love Him with eternal love.”

Now this is the Gospel, it is not the Decalogue. The mis-
take proves that Racine loved God ; let us not blame him for
that. But he does not confine himself to saying love where
the law said fear. The verses that follow have something
effeminate in them, something hardly more worthy of Christ
than of Moses.

—* Law charming! law Divine !
To win our love and trust to this great God—
‘What reasons and what gentleness combine !”

Here the madrigal has evidently come into play; and the
Christian, who had taken the Hebrew’s place, yields that
place to Bérénice’s singer. :And when the poet says, a little
farther on,—

““ His laws He gives, He gives us even Himself,"—

we see the Christian again appear, but more in anachronism
than ever with the subject and the epoch.

The more we should err were we at every turn to indulge
in analyses of this kind, the better is it to know, in general,
not to believe on mere etiquette, even when a work of first-
rate excellence is before us.

A process which might be successfully employed in these
delicate disputes, would be to see what, when translated into
Greek, that would become which is given us for Greek; and
what, when translated into Latin, that which is given us for
Roman., More than one passage is quoted as antique, which
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either absolutely refuses to put on that antique costume, or
which would wear it only with a grimace. Often, even where
the translation would be nowise ridiculous, one has only to
see the idea in Greek to be sensible that it is not Greek, and
in Latin, to be convinced that it never could have entered a
Roman’s head. '

But the best of all processes is to have no need of any,
and to come to feel instinctively what is, or what is not, in
keeping with the genius of the people that are brought upon
the scene.

II.—Voltaire was the first to preach in favour of historical
truth, which had hitherto been banished from the drama.

But it is easier to point to the false than seriously to return
to the true. It would have required a resolute study of anti-
quity, such as nobody then cared to enter upon; still more
would it have required that that study should be undertaken
in the spirit indicated above—that is to say, with an affection
for old times, with the faculty of living in them with the
heart and imagination; and this neither Voltaire, nor any
other dramatic author of his epoch, possessed.

We see, accordingly, those of the second and the third
rank plunging ever mrore and more, in spite of his preachings,
into that falsehood of representation which they know not
how to clothe, as Racine did, with sentiments ever true and
with beauties ever fresh. Much criticism bas been spent, in
our days, on “ Follow, ye guards, the queen !|”* What shall
we say of the Regulus of Dorat, in which we find a confidante
exclaim—

‘“What ! without escort ! you, & Roman lady?*
And this lady whom the confidante is astonished to meet
unattended by her footman, is the wife of Regulus, of that

* Iphigénie, Act iv.
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Regulus who had asked, we know, to be allowed to return to
Italy, there to till his little farm, seeing his only slave had
run off. That same Regulus who looked on captivity as dis-
graceful, who desired that no Romgn prisoner should ever be
ransomed—would you know what Dorat makes him say ?

* These chains my glory make, and render it more pure.”

And this was what one might still write without being too
much laughed at in 1765 !

Was Voltaire, who had given the precepts, much better
himself in point of practice ? He thought he was ; he boasted
of being so with the same sincerity which we have had to
own he possessed, on this point, in his historical works.

“The idea has occurred to me,” he writes in a letter on
Zaire, “ to bring into contrast, in the same picture, the man-
ners of the Mahometans and those of the Christians, the court
of a Sultan and that of a King of France.”

Should we ever have suspected this? There are many
things to be admired in Zaire, but as for this, the idea would
never occur to us of looking for it there. Let us do our best,
on the contrary, to forget what the author has said of it, for
instead of enjoying the beauties of his tragedy, we should
have to reply that the personages he introduces are, with-the
exception of their names, neither Mussulmans nor Christians,
neither a Sultan’s court nor that of a King of France in the
twelfth century. Racine, too, assures us, in speaking of his-
Britannicus, that he is to put before us the Romans of the
empire, the court of a Roman emperor. Were we not very
careful to forget this promise, could we admire Britannicus ?

But Voltaire, if we are to believe him, had sketched con-
trasts far more difficult to bandle than those which he an-
nounces in Zaire.

He tells us, in the preface to the Orphelin de la Chine, that
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he is about to present us with that between the Tartars and
the Chinese. So sure was he of his success in this matter,
that in a letter to Dumarsais,* he says, * Were the French not
so very French, my Chingse would have been more Chinese,
and Gengis still more a Tartar. But I had to impoverish my
ideas, and to hamper myself in the costume, in order to avoid
shocking a frivolous nation, which laughs sillily, and thinks it
should laugh heartily at all that is not in keeping with its own
manners, or rather with its own fashions.” Thus he was afraid
of being too Chinese or too Tartar. Was he not rather afraid
of being charged with not being Chinese or Tartar enough ?

In the preface to the Scythes, we have the same promise.
 One ventures at the present day on the contrast presented
" by the ancient Scythians and the ancient Persians.” But
" how did he become acquainted with them? And has he at
least faithfully given us the little that we do know of their
manners? . One would not say, looking at the piece, that he
had troubled himself in the least about it. He does as those
painters of old used to do, who began by designing certain
personages from their own imaginations, and afterwards put
a name above the head or under the feet.

See, since we have come to speak of painters, how good
ones set about their work ; those, I mean, who hold to being
truthful, always and everywhere truthfuk It is not enough
that they have for twenty years been drawing men, animals,
and trees; they will never attempt a man, never a beast,
never a tree, without having one before their eyes, at least
without making use of a sketch after nature. Well then!
s0 also ought it to be in history and in the drama. No skill,
nay, not even genius itself, can compensate for the want of
study, and too often they have been employed, with honest
intention, only in dissembling the absence of it.

* October 1755.
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III.—We find the same self-deception in Voltaire, with
respect to the various moral aims which he had proposed to
himself, and which one would as little guess his having often
intended, had he not taken care to speak of them.

In Mahomet, for example, he had meant to paint fanati-
cism. He announces this with much ado; he had done this
even in the title, for it originally ran thus: Fanaticism, or
Mahomet the Prophet. But where do we find this pretended
fanaticism? In the hero of the piece? No. Mahomet
admits that he does not believe a word of what he teaches
others. In Seide, whom Mahomet orders to commit a murder
in the name of God ? But Seide hesitates, doubts, and trem-
bles. He cannot yet conceive, fsays he,—

¢ How this divinity so good, aud of mankind the sire,
Should murder foul and horrible, of human hands require.”

Farther on :
"« Me vainly what seemed duty’s call to murder did provoke,
Far otherwise humanity within my bosom spoke.” . . . .

And there are thirty verses in this tone. Viewed drama-
tically, they are very fine, and we should be sorry to see them
away; but this is not fanaticism. Shall we be told that
Voltaire’s object was not to portray a fanatic, but to show
that. religious enthusiasm is always false or factitious, that
those who are called fanatics are either rogues who lead, or
fools who allow themselves to be led ? It is very likely that
this was his leading idea ; but in that case what becomes of
historical truth and philosophical truth? Can it be main-
tained in history, is it probable in morals, that there never
was any real, profound, sincere fanaticism? Are we quite
sure that Mahomet himself was not convinced of his own in-
spiration, or at least of his having been called to a great work
by God? The immense successes of his law and of his arms
are not such as are obtained by elegantly calculating how -
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“ A new religion must be feign'd, new fetters men receive,
And a new God must be proclaim'd the blind world to deceive.”

Yet another example. In the preface to Alzire: I have
attempted,” says he, ¢ in this tragedy, which is quite original,
and of a kind sufficiently new, to make it appear how superior
the true spirit of religion is to the virtues of nature.”

What, in the view of Voltaire, was this “true spirit of
religion?”’  Assuredly it was not Christianity. One does not
very well at once see in what the superiority of this spirit to
“ the virtues of nature ”’ could consist, inasmuch as, according
to the author’s ideas, that very spirit belongs to the religion
of nature.

‘What, accordingly, do we find in the play? Down to the
last scene, in which Guzman, when dying, reforms and for-
gives, the whole interest, on the contrary, is concentrated on
the virtues of nature, on the courage and heroism of the op-
pressed Peruvians. Guzman himself, in forgiving, does not
really travel beyond this category of the virtues. Chyistianity
commands the forgiveness of injuries; but the forgiveness of
injuries was known before Christianity. Guzman might be
a pagan, and yet forgive.

These, it will be seen, are not literary criticisms; and even,
literally speaking, they should not be reckoned criticismas at
all. Voltaire, a dramatic author, was entitled to make Ma-
homet a rogue ; as a dramatic author he could not, and should
not have debarred himself from representing Seide as hesi-
tating, struggling, distracted; no more could he, or should
he have, in Alzire, refra.ined from making the Peruvians
appear to the best advantage. What we have wished to
prove was, that, as a philosopher, he was mistaken in the
bearing which he had designed for those plays; that, above
all, the mistake was not confined to him, but had its root in
the spirit and tendency of the times. It had become no
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longer allowable for an author to relate for the mere purpose

. of relating, to paint for the mere purpose of painting, to cause

emotion for mere emotion’s sake. Every occurrence, whether
exhibited in a book, or employed on the stage, had necessar-
ily to be enlisted in the service of one of the favourite ideas
of the day.* It was all over with Makomet, if the moral
concealed in it were not that Christianity might not, like
Mahometanism, have been established by 'a cheat; all over
with Alzire, if it did not tend to show that whatever was
good in Christianity, was neither more nor less than whatever
of natural religion was still to be found in it;} all over with
Titus,} if the hero were not a good man, after the fashion of
the eighteenth century, and if he did not speak in encyclopze-
dical phraseology; all over with Spartacus,§ if the rude re-
volted slave were not to be a grandiloquent sage, a sort of
liberal chevalier, and, as we should say in our modern jargon,
humanitary ; all over with Guillaume Tell,§ if the hero of
Swiss independence did not confound the word independence
with liberty, and did not give the latter word its revolutionary
meaning ; all over, in short, with every man that did not
bring his own stone to the new edifice, or, better still, did not
contribute a blow of the pick-axe to the work of demolishing
the old one. If history refused to lend itself to this, not only
had means to be contrived for compelling it to do so, but the
author himself came to persuade himself that he had done no

* ¢« The muse herself of Sophocles, in robe of doctor dress'd,
Upon a bloody scaffolding morality profess'd.”

GILBERT.
t “ Alzire, though pl d in deep despair, for ing finds vent,
And even when he calls on death, on Pheedo doth comment.”
GILBERT.
{ By Dubelloy, 1760. § By Saurin, 1760.
1 By Lemierre, 1766. In the prologue to Florian’s Guillaume Tell, the 8wiss herds-
man i3 rep d as founding, amid the ins, ““a retreat to those two daughters

of heaven, consolers of the earth, to virtue, to reuson.”
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more than give history her true me;ming and her legitimate
bearing. The age seemed condemned to move away from
truth by the very efforts it made to get near it.

IV.—And here, it strikes us, we must look for the explana-
tion of a fact which has created much surprise, the inferiority,
namely, of comedy in an age when there was so much wit.

How are we to account for this failure ? After all that has
been said, a very short answer may suffice. People were ever
in pursuit of what was false in sentiment, and comedy essen-
tially requires what is true.

Tragedy, in fact, can best dispense with truth. It takes us
out of our ordinary sphere; it raises us too much above the
level of our every-day sentiments, to make it easy for us to
follow it, to test it, step by step, by our own experience.
Comedy, instead of elevating us to a higher level of its own,
comes down to ours. It has no other sphere than ours. In
comedy we are, in some sort, at home ; we retain our own
experience, our own ideas, our own feelings. It speaks in
our own tongue, and, like the green-grocer at Athens, we
don’t like to have it spoiled for us. Now something more
than mere wit is required in order to learn how to speak a
language well. .

Hence it is that wit does not suffice for the composition of
a good eomedy. Let us say, rather, from the moment that
wit predominates, it becomes a positive hindrance to success.
Comedy requires a profound study of the caprices of the
human heart, and wit stops at the surface, where a single
glance suffices for its entertainment for better or worse.
Comedy wants cheerfulness, wit has nothing but sarcasm.
Comedy wants good humour, wit has none. Comedy, not-
withstanding the lightness of her outward garb, requires to
be written serionsly, and wit would think it beneath her if
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she did not treat comedy with raillery and jests. Grimm
goes too far when he says, that * comic poets have been, for
the most part, melancholy and serious people;” but he is
right when he adds, “M. de Voltaire is too gay, and gay
comedy is the only kind of writing in which he has not suc-
ceeded. The reason is, that he who laughs and he who
causes laughter are two very different persons.”

Thus it was that Voltaire, with more wit than Moliére, fell
8o far short of him. He laughs, but does not make others
laugh ; I mean with that hearty honest laugh, without which
there can be no true success in comedy. He laughs, but one
would say that he wants only to divert himself; one is almost
tempted to take offence at his railleries, and to side with those
whom he means to hit.

His comedies, accordingly, advance lamely enough. There
is no due proportion kept, no sequence, and, in the same
degree, no sustained interest. You jump from the serious to
the burlesque, and look in vain for true comedy. You find
scenes that are cold, nay, even pedantic, well powdered with
epigrams. In short, Voltaire can hardly be said to equal
J. B. Rousseau, who was also a great epigrammatist, but who
only composed comedies without gaiety, without freshness of
fancy, I had almost said without wit, for wit when out of
place is no longer wit. Epigram itself must not be thought
to succeed all the better the more witty and sarcastic a man
is. Voltaire has made good epigrams, but they are few, and
much fewer, at all events, than were expected from him.
Not that we would say, with M. de Maistre, that “if he
could not make them, it was because the smallest mouthful of
his gall could not cover less than a hundred verses.” We do
say that, as in the case of comedy, he was wanting in that
happy equilibrium without which one is sometimes all the less
witty the more wit he has and believes himself to have.
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He has passed sentence on himself, unwittingly, in an
article of his Philosophical Dictionary. “ A man,” says he,
“ who had some knowledge of the human heart, was consulted
about a tragedy which was about to be brought upon the
stage. He replied, that there was so much wit in the piece
that he was doubtful of its success. ¢ What!’ it was said, ‘do
you consider that a defect, at a time when everybody is call-
ing for wit, when authors write only to show that they have
it, and when the public applauds even the falsest sentiments
when they are brilliant ?’ Ay, no doubt ; they will applaud
the first day, and will feel uninterested the second.”

Well, then, this is just what happened ; it is what will always
happen to the comedies of Voltaire. Had he not been judge
and party both, he would certainly have perceived that what
he said there so well of the tragic drama, was still more true
of the other. ‘

V.—But to this unhappy superabundance of wit, in him
there was added a false theory, perhaps an after-thought,
although it too was honestly held, in justification of the faults
which he had found it impossible altogether to dissemble.

“If comedy,” he says, in the preface to his Enfunt Pro-
digue, “ ought to be the representation of manners, this piece
seems sufficiently to possess that character. It presents a
medley of seriousness and pleasantry, of the comic and the
sentimental. Thus it is that the life of man is chequered.”

Possibly so; but what is certain is, that a motley comedy
cannot have any true success, witness the very one of which
its author speaks so complacently. Just as in visible nature
there are contrasts which we should blame in a picture, and
which no good painter would ever think of transferring to his
canvas, there are things in life by which we regulate our
actions, but which we could never tolerate in the ‘domain of
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art. This is what the Abbé Batteux established with much
justness in 1747, in his Principles of Literature. M. de
Schlegel has even made the remark,* that comedy risks the
loss of its moral aim when it takes up two passions at once,
even though both may be comic. It is thus,” says he,  that
a miser and an old gallant may see Moliére’s Avare (Miser),
and go away perfectly well pleased. The one will say, ‘At
least, I am no dotard;’ and the other, ¢ At least, I am not a
miser.” In short, were we not afraid of using too trite an
expression, we would say, that art ought not to chase two
hares at once.”

In support of what he lays down, Voltaire quotes an ex-
ample, and a very curious one, of the odd medley the world
sometimes presents. He tells how the Maréchale de Noailles
being one day at the bedside of one of her daughters who was
dangerously ill, exclaimed, amid her tears, “ My God! restore
her to me, and take my other children!” ¢“Do you include
sons-in-law ?”’ murmured the Duke de la Valliére, who was
one of them ; on which the mother burst into a fit of laugh-
ter, all the bystanders did the same, and the dying daughter
herself laughed more than any of them.

All very well ; but try to transfer this to the stage and you
will have only what is odious and revolting, even to the very
lowest of the public. Voltaire, in spite of his system, would
be the very first to show his indignation. Were you yourself a
man who could indulge in a jest at the bedside of the dying, still
you would not allow such jests to be perpetrated on the stage.

Nay, more. It may so happen that a truly amusing inci-
dent that would have set everybody laughing, may not be
acceptable on the stage, and may be thought unendurable there.

Marcel, the famous dancing-master, he who used to say
with such genuine sincerity, ¢ Ah! how much there is in a

* Course of Dramatic Literature.



208 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

minuet!” Marcel, in teaching a lady to_stoop gracefully one
day, threw his glove before her, in order that she might pick
it up. This incident made the tour of Europe ; people had
laughed till they cried at the dancing-master’s extravagance.
Well, some years afterwards, an author of the name of Bret
got hold of the story, and introduced it into his Mariage par
dépit. What was the result? It was hissed and hooted.
The same incident which had been laughed at when real, was
denounced in a comedy as a shameful impertinence, as insult-
ing to the ladies, as an anti-French calumny.

VI.—Strange to say, tragedy would accommodate itself
rather better, or, if you will, less badly, to a certain inter-
mingling of the comic, than comedy with a mixture of the
serious. In general, a very marked contrast has less chance
of displeasing than one that is vague and slight. There is
much to be said, in theory, against our modern dramas, where
the merry and the frightful come alternately into play; and
yet this kind of composition is incontestably, on the whole,
less apt to shock, less false, than the mixed comedies of Vol-
taire, Destouches, Diderot, de la Chaussée, and all that school.
From scenes of pleasantry to scenes of blood the passage is
more natural and more easy, on the stage, than from a comic
speech to a piece of sentiment.

The dangers of mixed comedy had not, however, escaped the
notice of all. Fréron smartly exposed them, on the appear-
ance of every successive specimen of this hapless kind of writ-
ing. Sabatier, in his Trois Siécles, laughed at that limping
Thalia which, he said, had one foot in a slipper and the other
in a buskin. Gilbert did not spare it.* Collé, in 1749, spoke

¢ Her sister’s mlndvmmres, too, the mnu, Thalis, *hares
Philobophy 8 0poaﬂe ue, wh.h mrful eye, )ool. nd,
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of it with much good sense:  The lachrymose comic style
of the Glorieux, of the Philosophe Marié, of the Enfant Pro-
digue, and that of all the pieces of La Chaussée, will never be
relished,” said he,* “by the lovers of good comedy. Let
people, if they please, invent a new kind of tragedy, or heroic
comedy, as one would call it; it will ever be a branch of
tragedy. Let the dramatis persone, in this middle tragedy,
be neither princes nor great lords....I admit this kind of
composition,+ or such another kind, provided this tragedy or
comedy uniformly support its character. ...It appears to me
that there is po middle; I want to laugh without crying, or
to cry without laughing.”

All the more clearly is there a departure from true comedy
in those plays which make you neither laugh nor cry, frigid
lessons thrown into the form of dialogues, satires, often just
at bottom, but stilted and false in their forms. It is from a
play as a whole that its moral ought to be gathered. It
should not be reproduced in every scene, in every passage, in
every verse, any more than a man who would recommend
virtue, should make his whole talk a perpetual sermon. Even
a sermon, if you would not have it tiresome, ought not to aim
at giving a lesson in every phrase.

But the eighteenth century, from its very nature, was much
addicted to sermonizing. Wherever it took it into its head
to introduce a moral, there it thought it could never have

*“ She shuns the galety which she should ever follow close,
Disfigured with a tragic mask, no charms her figure shows.
At times a tale is cut and carved by some sad rhyming fool,
‘Who calis it then a comedy, although it scorns all rule ;
Buffeonery and sentiment by turns your patience try—
And first a farce, a sermon then, all sense and taste defy.
At times”. ... &c.
* Journal Historique. .
t Voltaire did not admit it. * What would it be but an intrigue among vulgar people ?

This would be to destroy the dignity of the buskin.” Here we sce somewhat of the grand
acigneuy, But the other extreme has elevated the floor too much,

[}
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enough. Far from certain as to the quality, it made its stand
on the quantity. Then this was by far the easiest kind of
writing, which, whether one admitted its being so to himself or
not, was a great reason in its favour, at an epoch when talent
was 80 rare. Such a man had failed in the two principal
kinds of dramatic composition, but easily got himself a repu-
tation by mingling them together.

In the comedies which at that time were so unhappily in
fashion, we do not find, as in Moliére, follies and vices con-
trasted with each other, and correcting each other; it is all
reason and virtue, ever serious, ever armed at all points, which
make a regular stand in front of what the play is meant to
correct. Footmen become Catos, chambermaids Lucretias;
the lovers are all Grandisons and Clarissas; and comedy be-
comes a romance—that is, a bad romance, for it cannot be a
good one. The Méchant of Gresset, a play greatly superior
to those of La Chaussée and Destouches, would fall within
these remarks, however little we should like to analyse it in
the light of the Misanthrope.

Among the plays in which Voltaire has meant to convey a
moral, let us look at the best, Nanine. Could the complete
development of a moral, suffice to make a comedy, Nanine is
the most perfect that exists. What is its object? To com-
bat aristocratical prejudices, to show that in this world the
real differences are those of education, of merit, of virtue, and
that all the rest are nothing. But the more this position in
itself is excellent, the less need for introducing it at every
turn ; it should bave been put into action, not into & sermon.
The noble count ends well by marrying Nanine. Here is an
action, if you will; but how many discourses have we first—
and such discourses! How much preparation and how much
pedantry! How do objections seem to be started for the sole
purpose of having them refuted !
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Never, in the drama, should the author be perceived behind
the personages in the play. When Beaumarchais was asked
why, in his Mariage de Figaro, he had allowed certain negli-
gent phrases to remain, which were not, it was added, in his
style—‘‘ In my style!” said he. *If, unhappily, I had one, I

i should make an effort to forget it when I compose a comedy.”

. It is no misfortune to have one; nay, it is an indispensable
condition, if a man would be anything in literature. But,

i with the exception of this sally, he was in the right. Nothing
more insipid, according to him,* than those mawkish plays,
“where everything bespeaks the author, such as he is.”
“When my subject gets possession of me,” he adds, “ I call
forth all my personages, and make them take their several
places. Think of yourself, Figaro, thy master is about to
guess you out. Quick and save yourself, Cherubino, it is
the Count you are touching! Ah, Countess, what imprudence
with so violent a husband! I know nothing as to what they
shall say, it is what they are to do that occupies me. Next,
when they have got plenty of life put into them, I write to
their dictation.”

Such was Moliére’s secret. Beaumarchais had been far
from faithful to it; and it.was even false to pretend to have
written so naturally a play which is full of satirical allusions
and actualities, and where certainly all, to use his own expres-
sion, was the author ; but the theory is excellent, and it was
something-to have stated it so clearly.

In Voltaire, then, on the contrary, and to return to the same
example in Nanine, one perceives nothing but the author,
and the requisitions of his polemics. The reasonable charac-
ters are too evidently in the right, the others too grossly in

" the wrong. These last seem to be there for no other purpose
than to run into the absurd things they do and utter; they
* Preface to the Mariage de Figaro.
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might be left to speak alone for their refutation to be com-
plete, and the reasonable ones reason only to furnish the rest
with occasions for talking nonsense. When the count has
made his profession of faith, declaring that the honest man
and the virtuous woman are in his eyes ‘“the first of human
beings,” mark what the baroness says in reply :

“ At least, one needs must be a gentleman.
But a low scholar, an unknown honest knave,
If only virtuous, would he get from you
The honours that to noblemen belong ?*

‘Where is there truth to nature here? Do people speak
thus, or did they ever speak thus? Noblemen, one needs not
say, have been found capable of acting upon these principles;
but never will they be found to express them, or even to en-
tertain them so crudely, or in such a form. It is irony, it is
satire; it is not comedy, and the general tone is no better.
A footman’s jokes, and an old woman’s vivacities, cannot in-
duce us to give that title to a tissue of such scenes. Nanine
and L’'Enfant Prodigue are full of strokes borrowed from
Boileau; but what the satirist said speaking in his own per-
son, Voltaire puts into the mouths of people for the purpose
of making them ridicnlous. Farewell, henceforth, to the
natural and the true. |
, A comedy! Would you like to see one? We shall not
send you this time to the Misanthrope ; we bid you go straight
to George Dandin. The object of it is to point to the dan-
gers incident to the union of persons of different conditions.
‘What it proposes, then, is nearly the opposite of what is the
aim of Nanine; but the subjects are of the same kind, and
the one may be fitly compared with the other.

Suppose, then, this subject to be treated after the manner
of Nanine. George Dandin is to be a generous fellow of the
burgess class, who shall have trusted to his love and his
wealth as a means of attaching to him his wife, a woman of
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a noble, but poor family. Deceived in this, he reproaches
his wife with what appears to him black ingratitude. His
wife, the victim of her father’s love of money, is to be made
to deplore the fatal yes which she had to consent to say; but
still, keeping up appearances, it is only by stealth that she is
to let it be seen that she dislikes-her husband and loves an-
other. The father and mother, both becoming witnesses of
the disorders of this domestic establishment, are reciprocally
to accuse each other of having caused it. The men-servants
are to reason on all these sad circumstances, and to preach in
their own way the moral lessons they inculcate. Next, in
arder to justify the title—for it will have been announced as
a comedy—some silly person must be introduced, commissioned
to be comic for one and all. The play, accordingly, will of
course, in some passages, be extremely affecting ; and perhaps
it will be expected, as in the case of the Pére de Famille,*
that there be as many handkerchiefs as spectators;+ but art
will be indignant, and nature—who, it was thought, would
be closely followed—will be found to have fled.

VII.—How comes it that that laughing generation should
have been so fond of tears? Was virtue, indeed, so very dear
to it, that it could applaud her even under forms that were
ridiculous ?

In this, let us be sure, there was one of those involuntary
calculations, which often exercise more influence than a settled
theory, or a true and sincere sentiment.

Few, then, were so infatuated as to be altogether blind to
the extent to which all the old foundations of morals were
shaken; few, very few, really had any faith in the new foun-
dations laid by philosophy. Hence, among the great majority,
there was a desire to have their minds set at ease, with respect

. ® By Diderot, 1769. t Aidmuvires de Bachaumont.



214 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

cither to the part they might have taken in the subversion of
the former, or to the solidity of the latter.

Now, they had but two ways of thus re-assuring themselves,
one only of which was good—namely, to be virtuous. But
this was difficult, and they had little taste for it. There re-
mained the bad method,—that of allowing their feelings to
be affected at spectacles of virtue ; and as few of these occurred
in actual life, they must needs go in search of them to the
playhouse. A play, then, was all the better the more easily
it caused those emotions, and elicited those tears, which were
to reconcile people with themselves. ¢ People talk of war.
Our gallants greatly desire it, and our ladies are but mode-
rately cast down at the thought. It is a long while since
they have tasted the high seasoning of the terrors and the
pleasures of a campaign; they want to see how much the
absence of their lovers will afflict them.”* At the theatre,
also, people wanted to see whether, and how, they would find
themselves affected.

Hence, further, the indulgent tone of the critics, however
little they might belong to the new school. They could not
blame a manner of writing which, by lulling people’s con-
- sciences, furthered the progress of their friends. Grimm ap-
proved of it.+ ¢ All kinds of composition are good,” said he,
‘“ except the tiresome.” Still it remained to be proved, as
we see, whether the kind we have been criticizing did not
tire, and this side of the question was not without its difficult#.

But let there be no dispute about tastes; let us advance a
step higher. Is it true that all kinds of composition are good,
provided only they be not tiresome? Is this what Boileau
means to say ? Never, any more in literature than in morals,
does the end justify the means. If an age, palled with dis-
sipation, allows you to tickle it into langhter, or to melt it

* Lattres de Mademotselle Aissé. 1741, t Correspondence. 1754
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into tears, by compositions which both art and nature disavow,
so much the worse both for it and you. A vogue of this sort
will never give a title to respect in the eyes of the friends of
true sentiment; and, besides, how long would it last? In
the very lifetime of Voltaire, his comedies kept their ground
only through the influence of his name. Who, at the present
day, would think of restoring them to the stage ? Who would
look to them for the rules of composition? The King of
Prussia, in whom we have occasionally seen, already, more
sound sense and good taste than we could find among his
good friends in France, wrote to him on the first appearance
of Nanine : * This sort of writing has never pleased me..". .
My zeal for good comedy goes so far, that I would rather be
made the butt of its ridicule than give my suffrage to this
misshapen and stupid bastard, to which the taste of this age
has given birth.” .
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Bur whilst comedy was authorized to draw from what
sources it pleased, at the risk of presenting nothing at last
but an incoherent and mongrel medley, it was insisted, by
way of compensation, that tragedy should never venture be-
yond historical sources and the realities of life.

On this last point, what a contrast between so many odious
things which were still tolerated in the manners of the day,
and that nicety of feeling with which, on the stage, every-
thing was proscribed that went beyond a certain measure of
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the horrible! Judicial torture and punishments, of atrocious
cruelty, still kept their ground; they were seen in frightful
abundance. “The Gréve * has not for some time been empty,
and punishments of all sorts have succeeded each other with-
out intermission.” Thus spoke Bachaumont in 1768, and
then peaceably resumed the thread of his historical tales.
The prisons were dismal caverns, the hospitals perfectly
abominable. Yet that nation, which lived on, utterly uncon-
cerned, amid those hideous remains of ancient barbarism, pos-
sessed at the theatre the fine nerves of a duchess. People
went to the Gréve to look on while huraan beings were torn
with red-hot pincers, broken on the wheel, and quartered;
yet every tragic hero who dared to perish otherwise on the
stage than by the ancient method of poisom, or the old
poignard of the classics, was denounced. as a bungler, a man
unworthy to die in good society. This contradiction, we may
remark, was itself inherited from the ancients. At the circus,
blood flowed in streams in good earnest; at the theatre, it
was not allowed to flow even in a figure.

One must go to the memoirs of the time to see how far, on
this subject, the indignation of the good public of France
could go. In Italy, it is said, at theatres frequented by the
lower classes, guards must sometimes be employed to prevent
the pit from rushing on the actor who represents a tyrant, a
wretch. In France the actors run no risk of a beating; still
a grenadier, who happened once to be on duty in the play-
house at a representation of Britannicus, levelled his piece at
Narcissus.i But it was sometimes asked, with a great air of

* The Grdve is an open space in the centre of Paris where criminals used to be exe-
cuted.—Trans.

t Ne pueros ooram populo Medea trucidet, —HORACE.

1 The guards had their pieces alwaysloaded with ball, and that none might be ignorant
of this, they loaded them at the to the th An absolute Government had
always some fear of what might be called a popular assemblage.
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seriousness, whether the author of such or such a scene could
fail to be a man of a black beart, and could miss having in
his soul the germs at least of the atrocities which he painted.
People could not comprehend the imagination plunging, with
full intent, into a sea of crimes; there must necessarily be
under all this, they said to themselves, criminal instincts or
twitches of remorse. What was there not told in the ladies’
boudoirs, of the mysterious misdeeds of that poor Abbé Pre-
vost, who was simple enough to defend himself when thus
attacked!  Others, on the contrary, prided themselves in
this indirect homage to their talents. Crebillon was fond of
telling how, at the first representation of his Atrée, the hiss-
ing was as violent as the applause, seeing that everybody
remained thunderstruck and left the place as if they had been
witnessing an execution. But further, from the day follow-
ing, this superstitious horror turned in part against Crebillon
himself. People shuddered at the sight of a man who could
give birth to such things, and, his enemies helping, he ran
the risk of being marked as a person capable of seriously per-
petrating, should the occasion offer, the horrors he had dared
to introduce upon the stage. Mark that there was no ques-
tion about atrocities of his own invention, and that he had
only added to the Greek legend some details harmonizing
with the spirit of the original.

Judging by this standard, it will be seen that the drama-
turges of the present day are such monsters as the earth never
produced the like of. It is well that they have thoroughly
cured us of this childlike horror. They have given us too
much to shudder at; people have made up their minds not to
shudder at anything; and were the great actress, Dumesnil,
to rise from the dead to act for us the part of Mérope, she
would run small risk of hearing a -young man cry out with a
voice choked with sobs: ¢ Don't kill him! He is your son !”
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People can now bear seeing on the stage what would have
revolted both the French on their return from the execution
of Damiens, and the Romans on leaving the games of the Cir-
cus. People have made for themselves a literary soul, which
has hardly anything in it of the real soul, and just as in 1789,

as has been said, France outran liberty, one may now say that

in the theatre she has outrun truth. ¢ The great difficulty,
the grand merit,” said Laharpe very justly, “is to find the
degree of emotion at which the heart loves to pause, and to
excite pity or terror only at the point where the feeling is
pleasurable. If in all the arts of the imagination we had
only to think of going beyond our aim, nothing would be
more common than good artists; but the grand affair is just
to reach it, and this is what is so rare.”

This tact was wanting in the eighteenth century. People
always either fell short of the mark or overshot it, and this
not only in the theatre, but everywhere. Society, like litera-
ture, presented an incoherent alliance between levity and
dulness, between that forced laugh which grates upon the
ear, and that pretentious horror which either does not affect
one at all, or affects the senses only. When poesy, tired of
silly langhter or of solemn reasoning, would analyse some
more deeply-seated emotions, she knew not as yet the key to
any of those stores of melancholy from which our age has
sometimes drawn so eloquently. Gilbert in the hospital, and
Chenier at the foot of the scaffold, were the oniy authors who
succeeded in extracting some specimens of good alloy. Down
to their time, grief was only mawkish or ridiculous; it owed
its few moments of ascendency only to the gross concurrence
of the senses. The Epistle on Consumption * proved a kind
of public poisoning. It was said to have hastened the death

* By Saint Peravi, 1766.
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of a great many persons affected, or who thought themselves
affected, with the disease which it portrayed.

II.—But while so much susceptibility was shown, in
France, with respect to theatrical horrors, and so much
~ callousness to those that were real, the contrary took place
in England. There you saw no refinement of cruelty in pun-
ishments, no torture of the accused, and, at the same time, in
the play-house, there were horrors in abundance. The French
were astounded at it. Linguet, in his Annales,* did his best
to be indignant. . “‘In England,” said he, ‘executions are
mere child’s-play in comparison with ours; the tragedies are
butcheries. . . . Hamlet is the quintessence of all the horrors
that the frenzied brain of a lunatic could conceive. ... The
grave-diggers, in the fifth Act, dig an actual grave. They
toss out on the stage a black earth, precisely of the colour and
unctuousness of that found in graveyards. This earth is full
of real bones, actual skulls, which the men lift with their
shovels. . .. And all this is well received ; and all present,
men, women, girls, sailors, lawyers, merchants, lords, all, in
short, are in an ecstasy.”. ..

Voltaire had said good things, in theory, on the mean to
be observed betwixt these two extremes. In dedicating his
Brutus to Lord Bolingbroke: ¢ If the English,” he wrote,
“ have presented frightful spectacles, wanting to have terrible
ones, we French halt too soon, from a dread of being carried
too far ; and sometimes we never reach the tragical from an
apprehension that we may exceed its limits.”

But he was not the man boldly to furnish the example of a
revolution in which he had reason to fear that he might not
be followed by the public. ¢ There is no true tragedy of
Orestes without the cries of Clytemnestra,” said he in 1750,

# Written in England,
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in writing to Count d’Argental; “but if this Greek meat be
too hard of digestion for the stomachs of the petit-mattres of
Paris, I admit that we should not give it to them all at
once.”

He came, accordingly, like Crebillon, to fancy himself in-
finitely more terrible than he appears at the present day, and
than in reality he is. His Mahomet had been blamed as fit
for nothing but making Ravaillacs and Jacques Clements;
he had had to withdraw the play after three representations.
But while protesting against the odious tendency which people
had affected to see in it, he felt evident complacency at the
idea of having frightened the spectators. I know not,” he
writes to the King of Prussia, “ that horror was ever carried
so far on any theatre.”” It was the statuary frightened at the
Jupiter he had created. He might have set his mind at rest.
His Jupiter was made of beautiful marble; but Shakspere’s
rough freestone is much nearer having the breath of life in it.

III.—Shakspere ! what a bugbear for Voltaire. A bug-
bear when people set themselves to admire him at the expense
of France; and still more a bugbear when he felt he was
carried away into admiring him himself.

We will not amuse ourselves by collecting the contradic-
tory opinions he has pronounced on the great tragic poet of
England. Sometimes he cannot sufficiently tell us to what a
point he thinks him ignoble, ridiculous, and barbarous ; again,
after having repeated and amplified the evil he has said of
him elsewhere ; “there is one thing,” he adds,* “ more extra-
ordinary than all you have read; it is, that Shakspere is a
genius. Italians, French, literary men of all countries that
have not passed some time in England, take him only for a
merry-andrew of the fair, for a clown far below Harlequin.

® Philosophical Dictionary.
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It is in this man, nevertheless, that you find pieces that
elevate the imagination and pierce the heart. It is truth, it
is nature herself speaking her own language, without any ad-
mixture of art. It is the sublime, and yet the author has not
sought for it.” Voltaire had said this before in other terms
in his Lettres Philosophiques.

He was not only nonplussed by this medley of pearls and
dirt, of which Shukspere was, in his opinion, made up ; he had
further to battle with the consequences of the position which
he had assumed in regard to England.

It was with the name of England, in fact, that he bore
himself up in all the conflicts of the day. It was from her,
he used to say, that he had learned to think; it was towards
her that the eyes of philosophers, sages, and free men were to
be kept steadily directed.

We have already remarked on this subject, how far his
England was from the true. He had seen all England in a
small number of thinkers. He had tasted the-sweets of her
liberty, but had understood nothing of the institutions, the
laws, the morals, that permitted her to be free without
danger.

Be that as it may, after having praised her so much, he
was in a bad position for criticizing a man whom she admires,
and he could not admire that man without opening a door for
the admission of dramatical liberties, the width of which quite
alarmed him.

He was, moreover, almost the only Frenchman that had
studied Shakspere ; for, notwithstanding the influence which,
thanks to Voltaire, England exercised on the ideas of Europe,
the English language was hardly more known than under
Louis XIV. In 1762, when he sent the Academy his trans-
lation of the English Julius Casar, ¢ The Academy,” d’Alem-
bert wrote to him, * trusts to you for the faithfulness of the
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translation, not having, besides, the original before them.”
8o that there was not a single person among them who knew
the original well enough to judge how far it was a good trans-
lation ! :

German was still less known than English. “T have seen
the time,”” Grimm writes in 1766, * when a German showing
some symptoms of wit was looked upon as a prodigy.” That
time was not very remote ; indeed it might be doubted how
far it was actually past.* The admiration of the French for
the King of Prussia, did not extend to his country’s language,
which, besides, he was the first to revile, and which he con-
sidered radically incapable of ever being turned to good ac-
count. The sole literary glory he durst hope for Germany,
was to imitate France, herself an imitatrix of the ancients.
“ Taste will never pass into Germany,” he wrote to Voltaire
in 1775, “unless by the study of the classics, Greek and
Roman as well as French. Two or three men of genius
will rectify a language, will make it less barbarous, and will
naturalize among themselves the finest works of foreigners.”
Three years afterwards, he has a quarrel, he says, with the
Count de Montmorency Laval, who wanted to learn German.
“I tell him that it is not worth his pains, seeing we have no
good authors.”” He was willingly believed. Had not Vol-
taire said that he wished the Germans more wit and fewer
consonants ? And the truth of what Voltaire had said, none
ever for a moment thought of questioning.

But Voltaire would have preferred, in 1762, finding the

Academy a little more learned in the English tongue. He

was fond of speaking in the name of public opinion, even
when he had to make it say what without him it would not

* The Journal Etranger, published from 1754 to 1762, had hardly done more than
make known some pieces written under French influence, and French before being trans-
lated. The chief editors were Grimm himself, Fréron, and the Abb§ Prevost.
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have said; he never liked to speak alone, and to remain
himself responsible for his ideas. He could have wished the
learned corporation to assume somewhat more positively the
responsibility of his attacks on the English tragic drama, as
he made it share with him, at the same epoch, that of his
commentaries on Corneille.

Accordingly, during a course of years, we see him waging
with Shakspere only an underhand and indecisive warfare.
He censures, he praises him; he is afraid to seem to pro-
nounce a final judgment.

But meanwhile, some Frenchmen had been studying Shak-
spere, and behold! they were praising him at the expense of
the French. Then it was that Voltaire openly took the lead
of the party that stood up for the ancient tragedy. It was
now the national flag that he waved ; it was a crusade that
he preached against Shakspere and the Shaksperians. More-
over, he had no longer any occasion to spare England. All
that he had carried out of her, was by this time naturalized
in France.

In 1762, we have seen, under the sound of the cannonading
of the Seven Years’ War, he had wanted the Academy too,
after its own manner, to point its musket at the English.

In 1776, at the age of eighty-two, he gave the signal for
this new engagement. The Academy received a long letter,
a formal act against the English drama, personified in Shak-
spere. It was resolved that it should be read at the St.
Louis, at a public and solemn meeting. “In fine, my dear
master,” writes d’Alembert to the author, “ behold the signal
given and the engagement begun ; Shakspere or Racine must,
one or other, bite the dust.”

Racine did, in fact, begin to appear in the cause. Letour-
neur had published his translation of Shakspere, accompanied
with exaggerated praises, and much softened down, besides,
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where a literal rendering would have grated on French ears.
It is true, that in softening down the bad he had likewise
damaged the good, and that his Shakspere had, in fact, had
almost as much of his own in it as of the original. While a

- few were influenced by real admiration, and a few, nay many,

by that spirit of innovation which was then fermenting in all
men’s minds, there were some, even in the Academy, who
were not far from admiring him.

But Voltaire had summoned the ban and the rear-ban of
his devoted followers. The grand blow was now to be struck.
“Farewell,” continues d’Alembert; “on Sunday, in joining
the charge, I will cry, Long life to St. Denis Voltaire, and
death to St. George Shakspere.” Next follows, as always,
a small piece of wit levelled at the French. ¢ These insolent
English must be made to see,” says he, * that our men of
letters know better how to fight them than our soldiers do.”

The grand affair of the public reading passed off. Two
days afterwards; “ The Marquis of Villevieille,” d’Alembert

' writes again, “had, my dear and illustrious master, to start

for Ferney yesterday. He proposed to founder some post-
horses, in order to have the pleasure of being the first to
announce your success. It was all that you could wish. I
need not tell you that the English who were there, came away
much chopfallen—and even some French, too, who are not
content with being beaten by them on land and sea, and
would further have us to be beaten by them on the stage. ...
I have read your piece with all the interest of friendship, and
all the zeal inspired by the good cause—I may add, with the
interest inspired by my own little share of vanity, for I had
it much at heart not to see that cannon miss fire, after having
undertaken to apply the match.”

Then it was that Voltaire, intoxicated, as it were, with the
smell of the powder, rushed anew upon his prostrate foe. He

P
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hastened to replace in his letter the quotations which could
not be read in the presence of ladies; he printed the whole,
and—“I am ever amazed,” he wrote, ¢ that a nation which
has produced men of genius, full of taste, and even of delicacy,
should still affect to be vain of this abominable Shakspere.”

IV.—What then was this letter, on the credit of which the
Academy thought it might safely decide against this abomin-
able man?

Shakspere had dearly paid the costs. Here were passages
extracted from his principal dramas, and translated with a
burlesque exactness. Voltaire does not even affect the sem-
blance of impartiality by joining to these one or two fine pas-
sages. In the bad ones, he attaches himself particularly to
the most filthy; for, while repeating that he quotes them
with horror, he is delighted to throw down, as he proceeds in
his course, some food for the depraved spirits of his day. Of
discussion, there is none; of principles, still less. The very
lowest of our literary magazines would not admit such an
article. His reflections are confined to repeating: ¢ See now
the man whom Letourneur would pretend to make a god!”
In fine, “ Figure to yourselves,” says he, * Louis XIV. in his
gallery at Versailles, surrounded by a brilliant court. A
clown, covered with rags, rushes through the crowd of heroes,
great men, and beauties, that compose the court ; he proposes
that they should quit Corneille, Racine, and Moliére, for a
mountebank, who has some happy strokes, and who makes
contortions. How think you would this offer be received ?”

Yes, no doubt, Shakspere would have been very ill received
by the majestic sovereign, who called out, at the sight of one
of the interiors of Teniers: “Take away, take away these
baboons.” Yes, we might add, if we durst, there has been
exaggeration, and much of it, in the praises bestowed on
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Bhakspere, in the sort of worship of which he has become the
object. All the deformities exposed by Voltaire are really
in his dramas, accompanied with many others. They are
mingled there, if you will, with undeniable beauties; but one
must have a singular faculty of abstraction to admire these
without having his mind affected by their accompaniments.
Next, people have come to consider fine and admirable what-
ewer i8 not decidedly worthless or low. His chief characters
have been turned into types, prodigiously amplified and em-
bellished by the imagination. The new readers dislike being
behind the old, for a man may be afraid, by remaining unaf-
fected, to confess that he has a less penetrating wit, and a
less poetical soul, than others; and thus a factitious idolatry
spreads far and wide, such as would astonish no one more,
could he witness it, than the man who is its object. Does
any one honestly believe that Shakspere was conscious of one
half of the merits that are ascribed to him? One of the worst
turns that you could do him, would be to bring together, not
- his bad passages, but the absurd testimonies of admiration and
adoration with which he has been loaded. “I would go to
. the stake for the primacy of Shakspere,” wrote Walpole to
Madame du Deffand. “He is the finest genius that nature
ever produced.” ¢ You do see nature in him,” she replied ;
“but this, no doubt, only in so far as nature produces mon-
sters.” Would Madame du Deffand have been so severe, had
Walpole not spoken of going to the stake to be burned for
him? But Walpole has been surpassed, and that too by men
who had not the excuse that he had of national vanity. Shak-
spere has had his fanatical admirers everywhere. If Voltaire
was indignant at hearing him called, by Letourneur, *the
creating god of the sublime art of the drama, which received
existence and perfection from his hands,” what would he have
said of those extraordinary pages, where M. von Schlegel
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would have us to see deathless beauties in the very abomina-
tions which Letourneur had at least the modesty to soften
down or obliterate? What would he have said of the follow-
ing incredible summary?* “This Titan of tragedy assaults
heaven, and threatens to uproot the earth. More terrible
than Aschylus, our hair stands on end, and our blood is
frozen, on hearing him; and yet, withal, he possesses the
charm of an amiable poesy. ... He combines all that is deepest
and loftiest in existence. ... The natural universe, and the
supernatural, have intrusted him with all their stores. In
force he is a demigod, in divination a prophet—a tutelary
genius, who soars above humanity.”. ..
We must stop. This is either irony or raving.

V.—But there is a wide difference between admitting, as
we do, that we cannot associate ourselves with this worship,
and concentrating the question, as Voltaire did, on meaning-
less or low details. He never seemed to suspect that it had
its philosophical side, that it touched on high theories. He
does not see in Shakspere any system but such as is no system
at all—that of captivating the crowd with gross trivialities ;
he was incapable of perceiving in this chaos the dramatic
theory to which the future was to belong.

Now what is this theory ?

Shakspere had probably never thought of it, for practice
always goes before rules. We do not even say that, with
him, it was a matter of genius; unless, however, it be main-
tained—and this also has its true side—that nature is genius,
and that one must have genius in giving himself up to nature.

It has been said, Racine and his school have portrayed
man ; Shakspere and his school have portrayed men. The
one made reasonable beings of his characters; the other real

* Course of Dramatic Lilerature. Third Lecture.




SHAKSPERE AND RACINE: 229

" beings. In Racine we find, not men, but personifications; in
the English dramatist, what we have, before all things, is
men. Schiller compared the heroes of French tragedy to the
kings in certain old engravings, where they are always seen,
whatever they were about, and even when in bed, with the
crown, sceptre, and royal mantle. The crown might be of
gold, the mantle magnificently wrought; the improbability
was only the more striking.

The future, we have said, belonged to the other system,
and Voltaire was in the wrong in not perceiving this. What
are we to understand by that? Did not Racine’s beauties
belong, by their very generality, to all ages; and has human
art done anything which we might regard, in this sense, as
more surely in possession of the future? No; but the can-
vas was fully covered. The few places that Racine had left
to be filled up, had been more than filled up by Crebillon and
Voltaire. Either what was already painted had to be painted
over again indefinitely, or the canvas had to be enlarged.

Voltaire made the attempt, but with an unheard-of timidity.
He wanted plays to be more historical, and we have already
seen how far his were from being so. He wanted real man-
ners to be largely portrayed in them, and we have seen how
little he knew how to get beyond classical manners. He
wanted national plays, and the specimens he produced had
hardly anything national but the names of the characters.
He wanted more action, more spectacle; and the little that
he threw into them more than Racine, seemed to him all he
durst attempt. See how delighted and proud he is to have
shown, in Brutus, the Roman senate met; and, in Tancréde,
a circle of knights! I laughed with delight,” he writes to
Count d’Argenson,* * at strewing the scene with bucklers and
pennons.” But let no one venture to speak to him of admit-

* June 1759,
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ting a sight, in that same Tancred, of the scaffold which
Tancred was to ascend! He became indignant at the very
thought of it, and besought all his friends in Paris to oppose
such an innovation. “I have been calling thirty or forty
years,” he writes to Mademoiselle Clairon,* “to have some-
thing given us to look at in our conversations in verse, called
tragedies; but much more noise should I make were Tyburn
to be brought upon the scene.” And to Madame du Deffand :
“T have held my ground against M. d’Argental. I am very
fond of having something to look at—showy furniture, all the
pomps of the devil; but as for the gallows, I am his humble
servant.” He was right; but where shall we place the boun-
dary line? There, as elsewhere, he speaks of venturing; he
would fain venture, but he has no idea of people venturing
more than he. ‘Beware,” he had written to Madame de
Fontaine,+ “of believing that I am composing a tragedy.
Plenty of other men will compose them, and will supply, by
the theatrical action I have recommended, what is wanting
in genius which I still more recommend.”

Such, in fact, was the danger to be dreaded, and, on this
point, our age has but too well justified Voltaire’s apprehen-
sions. There is now an excess of action; movement has
smothered thought. There are no more fine analyses, no
more profound studies of character. Blows aimed thizs way
and that; extravagant situations; a grandiose overdoing of
parts associated with the most paltry littlenesses—this is what
has succeeded the imposing nakedness of Racine and the har-
monious frigidity of Voltaire and his followers.

Tragedy was of no country; she had no historical value.
That merit, which she had insufficiently appreciated, some
. have wished, as if by way of punishment, to constrain her to
make the main object of her efforts. She set herself to try,

* October 1760. t May 1750.
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above all things, to become a school of history ; and now there
i8 not an error, not a folly, which she has not tanught in the
name of the ages that are gone by. She was ignorant of the
elements and of the use of what has been called local colour-
tng ; and then she came to think all at once that she could
not have too much of it. She has, accordingly, been inun-
dated with it, and not tragedy only but the whole of our
literatare. With local colouring it has been thought that
every defect can be supplied, and, as a matter of course, they
who make most use of it, are those who, by the shallowness
of their studies, have been rendered the least capable of dis-
covering what of it is good, and of using it wigely. We have
thus a return, but on a much larger scale, of Racine’s mis-
take when he fancied that he had introduced Romans in his
Britannicus, Hebrews in Athalie, and of Voltaire’s when he
pretended that he had portrayed the Arabs in Makomet, Mus-
salmans and Christians.in Zaire. Nothing new under the
san.
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CHAPTER XIV.

I1.—The inheri of the Greeks—To whom has it really passed >—Shakspere at the
court of Louis XIV.—Whom would he have surprised by his reclamations ?

IL—How came the eigh h century to respect, in the drama, the rules of the seven-
teenth 2—The history of lit p several logous facts—Some men are
particularly given to complain of rules—One may have dreaded having a larger can-
vas to fill.

IIL.—Voltaire and the three unities—Has action no more than one way of being one #—
A palace and a forest—People had sometimes been nearer liberty than they supposed
—Unity of place—Weakness of Voltaire's arguments—Can it be said that the Greeks
observed it ?—Unity of time—Arguments—He who says too much, says nothing—
Improbabilities—The triple rule is no more taught in Aristotle than it is observed in
the Greek dramas.——IV.—How Corneille came to submit to them—Clitandre—The
Menteur—Cinna—How Voltaire submits to it—Di d One finds everywhere
improbabilities still worse than those people want to banish—Cahusac—The imagina-
tion the sole ultimate judge in matters belonging to the imagination.

Was the system itself, as rejected by Voltaire in his
attacks on Shakspere, and as laid down, after Shakspere, by
our cotemporaries, really new ?

We have just quoted the close of Voltaire’s letter. He
supposed Shakspere to appear amid the pomps of Versailles,
and to demand that Corneille, Racine, and Moliére, should be
abandoned for him.

This, we confess, would be a very bold demand ; but what
if, instead of making it, we suppose him content to say :—

“You think you are imitating the Greeks? But you are
mistaken. I have not imitated them—how could I ?—for I
was not acquainted with them; but, like them, I have aban-
doned myself to my own inspirations, to nature; and, in
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fine, I find myself much nearer them than you are. You
think it strange that the burlesque and the terrible should be
blended in my dramas? Recollect Hercules and his drinking
songs,* Hippolytus and his ribald jests on women.} Re-
proach me not with what is simple and vulgar, for you will
not easily find a Greek drama the tone of which is not in
many passages infinitely below the tone of yours. No salva-
tion, say you, beyond the three unities. Begin, then, with
.anathematizing Zschylus, Euripides, Sophocles even, for there
is not, I believe, a single play of theirs in which all three are
really observed. The law is Aristotle’s, not theirs in whose
name he made it.”

If Shakspere, we say, then, had held this language, what
could there have been said in reply ? :

Both in history and in literature there are facts which
people have become habituated not to see, precisely, it would
appear, because none are more visible, more undeniable.
None, perhaps, at Versailles, would have been more surprised
at these remarks than those who had oftenest had occasion to
‘make them—those who, like Racine, had passed their lives in
the company of the Greek tragedians. Even at the present
day, how many would be scandalized at being told that the
true heirs of the Sophocleses and the Euripideses are neither
Racine nor Voltaire, but Shakspere, but Schiller, but—setting
agide the irregularities into which they may have fallen—those
romantic writers who have 8o long thought themselves the
grand enemies of the Greeks! It was not only the future, as
we have said, that belonged to Shakspere, it was also the past.
The school of the seventeenth century was only a magnificent
exception.

II.—But how are we to explain, amid the subversions of
* Ruripides, dicestes. t Earipides, Hippolytus.
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the eighteenth century, the persistence with which the dra-
matic traditions of the seventeenth maintained their ground?
Even after the explosion of 1789, the old unities continued to
be respected. Even under the Reign of Terror, it was with
the forms employed by Racine that the drama chimed in with
the bloody frenzies of the moment, and, if there were any in-
novators, they were to be found rather in the ranks of the
resistance. The elder Chenier, a revolutionist, was a Racini-
an ; the other, who was doomed to the scaffold, announced,
and had a hand in preparing, all the poetical bold strokes of
the nineteenth century. = “ While the Convention still spoke,
with Robespierre and" Saint-Just, the classic language of the
eighteenth century, pure as the cockade of the old government,
Chateaubriand was already making for himself that tricolor
idiom, in which king and people had each a part, a patch-
work of purple and rags, of royalty and democracy, of gran-
deur and littleness, which was so well fitted to represent the
motley state of things so redolent of all past fortunes.” *

Thus, respect for the laws of the drama had survived re-
spect for all laws beside. Did we say that this anomaly was
the result of Voltaire’s influence, we should only change the
position of the question. Why did Voltaire himself respect
the old rules? How happened he to find his cotemporaries
disposed to respect them ?

First, it has often happened, that at the very moment
when people respect nothing, they set themselves to respect
something, as if to prove that they are still capable of respect-
ing some laws, or, at least, some conventional proprieties.
One may have seen, in morals, men far from regular, far from
scrupulous on great principles, submit themselves, in small
matters, to laws which have become sacred in their eyes; we
have seen, too, in our own days, a curious instance of the

- Q‘ﬂm
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same fact in literature. At the very height of the anti-classic
fever, when people seemed to make it their amusement to
break, and cut, and hack verse, they showed themselves
more scrupulous than the classics themselves with regard to
exactness of rhymes. Hugo rhymed better than Voltaire,
who, not content with often admitting bad rhyme, had form-
ally approved of some that were quite inadmissible, such as
contagion and poison.*

But the eighteenth century had very different reasons for de-
siring to see the reign of Aristotle perpetuated in the drama.

Two classes of men are particularly subject, in literature,
to complain of ryles : men of genius and blockheads.

Now, in the eighteenth century absolute silliness was rare,
and genius still more so. People held—we do not except
Voltaire ; we have elsewhere explained in what sense the
idea of mediocrity was applicable to him—people held, we
say, & certain medium highly favourable to the maintenance
of what did not trammel philosophical liberty, being the only
liberty then cared for. Voltaire might, indeed, murmur from
time to time against the necessity for confining the action of
a play within four-and-twenty hours, and bringing into one
place all the characters called to take a part in that action ;
but he felt, in reality, the facility which those very trammels
afforded for reaching the limits of known art. The canvas
was -narrow, but was all the more easily filled ; he would
have dreaded a larger one, for he would have endeavoured to
fill it equally well ; and he had the consciousness of his being
wanting, in ovder to that, in historical erudition, in imagina-
tion, in the knowledge of man, in patience. A skilful artist,
he was sensible that on art being once simplified or changed,
his dexterity would become to him so far useless, The moulds
were old, but then he knew them 8o well! He had repaired

* Letter to M. de Genonville, 1719.
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them so adroitly. Were they to be thrown away, it was to
him that people would look for new ones. He would then
have had to create, but on what plan? Next, had he even
had some more settled ideas of what the enfranchised drama
might become, he could not wish to see the enlargement of a
sphere which he had filled, not without effort, with the rays
of his glory.

III.—Accordingly, in the whole of his warfare with La
Motte on the subject of the three unities, he has a little of
the air of a man who is pleading his own cause, and who
needs, notwithstanding, to be himself persnaded that he is
right. Tt is proper,” says he in his preface to (Edipe,* “ to
defend these ancient laws, not because they are old, but be-
cause they are good and necessary.”

Necessary is an elastic idea, never to be used in argument
without having first inquired whence it has been taken, and
to what, in reality, it is applied.

Now, of these three ancient rules, there is one only the
necessity for which springs from the nature of things—it is
the unity of action. This Voltaire defends very well, but on
ground on which it has never been attacked. No one has
ever said, in theory, that the action may dispense with being
one; but it should first of all be seen whether there be no
more than one way of its being so.

It will then be necessarily admitted that there are several.
In a palace with but a single window too wide or too narrow,
a single column too tall or too short, you break unity; in a
picture representing a city, a mountain, a forest, provided the
light be well distributed, the utmost variety of the masses
need not prevent its being one.

Now the palace is Racine, the forest is Shakspere, it is the

# That of 1729.
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drama as we understand it at the present day, such, in many
respects, as even the Greeks understood it. Shakspere’s
wider unity will consequently admit, without being broken,
episodes and details which the other will not admit. In the
latter, in a word, we can tolerate only what is essential to
the action, what leads straight to the contemplated end; in
Shakspere’s drama, by means of certain conditions of interest,
proportion, and arrangement, all that is of a nature to concur
towards the development of the characters, may enter into
the structure of the whole.

No person in France had ever studied the question under
this point of view. Not only was it not understood that an
action could be one any otherwise than according to Boileau,
but people continued to admire, as if in conformity with that
law, plays which rather proved that it might be opened out.
In Andromache, for instance, Orestes would be loved by
Hermione, Hermione by Pyrrhus, and Pyrrhus by Andro-
mache, whose only wish is to save her son, and to remain
faithful to the memory of Hector. Is this unity, in the strict
meaning of the ancient rule? But people had become so
accustomed to look upon its observance as indispensable, that
they could not even suspect that any admired play could any-
wise depart from it. Had any one repeated to Voltaire, using
other names, and as a work of Shakspere, this fourfold in-
trigne of Andromache, he would have thought it a most
ridiculously irregular play. Others might be adduced, even
from among his own, in which unity of action is as little
observed, and to which, without any enlargement of the plot,
there might be given all Shaksperian amplitude. Makomet
and Zaire would lend themselves admirably to become what
the author so unadvisedly boasted of having made them—a
hvmg picture of the ideas and manners of two grand epochs
in history.
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In the question of unity of place, Voltaire is hardly less
absolute, even while giving still weaker reasons. “ A single
action,” he says, “cannot happen in several places at once.
If the personages I see are at Athens in the first act, how can

-they be in Persia in the second ? Has M. le Brun painted
Alexander at Arbela and in the Indies on the same canvas?”

No, it might be replied, but on two, which, notwithstand-
ing, you see with pleasure, first the one and then the other,
even although it may be said likewise that it is absurd to
show us in the same gallery, upon the same wall, 2 man at
Arbela and in India. Why should we not consider two suc-
cessive acts of the same play as two pictures presented succes-
sively to our eyes? In Greece, the three dramas of which
the trilogy was composed, were at bottom but three acts of
one and the same drama; and, although often played in suc-
cession, never did people dream of insisting on unity of place
between the three. You cannot even say, strictly speaking,
that it was insisted on in the case of the isolated drama. The
scene was never empty, and the whole formed in reality but
one act. Unity of place was thus quite natural, and we can-
not on this ground frame a law for plays consisting of several
acts.

What, in fine, says Voltaire, of unity of time? ¢ The
spectator is at the play only three hours; the action ought
not, therefore, to exceed three hours.”

This is logical ; but to prove too much, is to prove nothing.
There is not perhaps a tragedy in existence that is rigorously
conformed to the rule thus understood. Yet it is the only
correct way to understand it, for, the moment you allow four-
and-twenty hours—and you cannot but allow that—unity of
time becomes a mere word.

Shall we repeat what has been so much insisted on, as to
the inconveniences of this rule, even when enlarged, even
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when abandoned, in fact, from the moment of its being re-
garded as admitting twenty-four hours ?

“ We are affected only by things that are like the truth.
Now what likeness to truth is there in things being made to
happen in one day, whlch could hardly take place in less than

several weeks ?”’
Tt is Racine who has said this. He had composed Bérénice;
" he had congratulated himself on having found a subject so
i docile to his law; he did not perceive that he was pronounc-

ing the condemnation of his other plays. How many shall
we find in the whole range of the French drama, where the
action might be supposed to have taken place within twenty-
four hours ?* How many such had the Greeks themselves ?
But the rule, in their eyes, was so far from being what it was
afterwards made, that they did not even attempt to conceal
their violations of it. The chorus did not quit the stage; it
was during the singing of a few strophes that events took
place, and that whole days elapsed. In the Trachinians of
Sophocles, the voyage from Thessaly to Eubcea is performed
thrice. In the Suppliants of Euripides, Theseus sets off for
Thebes, where he goes to fight a battle, and the chorus has
not sung forty verses when we hear of the victory.

Our unities, then, were not observed by the Greeks. This
begins at last to be generally admitted. To complete our
being in the truth, we must advance one step farther, and
admit that they are not in Aristotle, such, at least, as they
have for so long a while been considered to be.

. Of unity of place he says nothing. His other counsels as-
. sume it; but we have already seen that it was less a rule
than a fact for the drama to have but one act.

* It is in vain that improbability is dissembled in the course of the play; it seldom
Mlnobuntonenmeclou. Facts late; the last of an hour is generally
1in incid
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No more can it be said that he enjoins the unity of time.
“ The epic,” says he, * has no determined time; but tragedy
endeavours to keep within the daily course of the sun, or ex-
tends a little beyond it.” That is all. He lays down no
rule; he merely relates. The custom seems good to him, but
he does not make it a law.

Unity of action he desires; but how does he understand it?
.Why, in the largest and most liberal sense. Let there be a
unity of interest, and if that be secured, he is content ; indeed
he will be all the better pleased the more things you shall
have attached to this central, sole, essential interest. ¢ The
more extent a play shall have, the finer it will be, provided
the spectators can grasp it as a whole.” Thus Aristotle does
not consider as hurtful to unity of action whatever genius and
art can contrive to make concur towards the sole and final
object.

IV.—Corneille has himself told us how he came to accept
the rule which his authority was to render inviolable.

In 1632, in the preface to Clitandre, he says—‘If I have
brought this piece within the rule of one day, it is not that I
repent of not having done this with Mélite, or that I am re-
solved to attach myself to it for the future. Some worship
that rule; many despise it. For myself, I have only wished
to show that if I depart from it, it is not for want of know-
ing it.”

Notwithstanding this assurance, and a tone savouring
somewhat of fanfaronade, which was that of the epoch, Cor-
neille yielded to the torrent. The more one felt the necessity
of having recourse to the ancients, the more was it thought
prudent not to pick and choose among their precepts, even
were submission to the observance of them to be made still
more severe than with themselves. Ten years after the ap-
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pearance of Clitandre, in a preface to the Menteur, Corneille

makes it a merit not to have exceeded the time prescribed.
“The unity of the day is not violated,” says he, ¢ pmwded
you allow full four-and-twenty hours.”

Such is the result of adopting arbitrary rules; people obey
the letter and fancy themselves safe from all reproach. The
Menteur lasts a day. Corneille is content, and presents his
play with confidence ; one half-hour more, and he would think
himself obliged to ask pardon. But how is this day made
up? Of an afternoon, a night, and the morning of the day
that follows. Now is this the spirit of the law? Is this
period of time ordinarily called @ day? No matter. One
day is four-and-twenty hours. The author thinks he has not

- exceeded ‘his right, and the rule itself has permitted him to
elade the rale.

As for the unity of place, he gets out of it still more cava-

| lierly. ¢ The play commences at the Tuileries,” says he,

“and ends at the Place Royale. The unity of place is not
violated, for both are within Paris.”

The sophism re-occurs in his reflections on Cinna. “The
first act,” says he, “ takes place in the apartment of Emilia,
the second in that of Augustus. But the unity of the place
extends to the whole palace.” And Voltaire, who blamed

* the Menteur for occupying two days, approves of this strange
_ interpretation of another law.

This mdulgence he often needed for hlmself Has he not

- on one occasion gone so far as to declare this in the very
~course of & play? In the first act of Brufus, when Aruns
' and Albinus find themselves alone, the author adds, in a note,

that  they are supposed to have entered from 'the audience
hall into another apartment in the house of Brutus.”
Had Voltaire, had our tragic writers, good as well as bad,

~and perhaps chiefly the good, appended such notes wherever

Q
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they were needed, how many tragedies should we have with-
out a goodly number of them? How many have we in which
the unities are observed otherwise than by avoiding improba-
bilities. Our classics have given themselves, in reality, all
the facilities for which the free drama has been blamed; but,

" ever occupied about saving appearances, they have used them
without enjoying the advantage of them in the development
of action, character, and manners.

If you consider yourself faithful to the unity of place, pro-
vided your personages go not beyond the same city, or even
the same palace—if I, a spectator, consent to the successive
transformation of the same flooring into two localities, mear to
one another, but as different, in fact, as if they were several
leagues apart—why should I not indulge you in a little more
latitude ? Why would you interdict yourself from transport-
ing me into another building or into another town? Of all
theatrical improbabilities there are none that are more easily
effaced. No sooner are the first words of a new act uttered,
however little justifiable the change of place, and the acting
resumed with interest, than our journey is already performed.
Five hundred leagues have cost us no more trouble than five
hundred steps. When Voltaire asks us to suppose that two
men remaining on the same spot, have passed from one apart-
ment into another, he imposes a far harder task on our imagi-
nation, in itself, than he who should demand a great change
of place from one act to another. Elsewhere, we find him
fall foul of the architects. It is their fault,” says he, ¢ when
a theatre does not represent the different places in which the
action is carried om, a street, a temple, a palace, a lobby, a
cabinet.”” He would have found it no easy matter to furnish

the plan for such a theatre. In one of his plays, to avoid ‘

transporting his characters, it is the localities themselves that
he in some sort brings to them. The reader may remember
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Semtramis. First you have the tomb of Ninus, high in the
air in front of the palace. In the third act, behold, it rests
on the hall, beside the queen’s throne. In the fifth act,
it reappears in its old place. We are told that it is very
large, that it has vast underground passages; but these are
evidently there merely for the purpose of palliating the impro-
bability. Were it. more complete and more free, would it
shock us as much? “From a dread of sinning against the
rules of art,” said the Academy, in its judgment on the Cid,
“the poet has preferred sinning against those of nature.”
This was the history, by anticipation, of the French drama
for a century and a half,

As for the duration of a play, we would no more than
Boileau have any of the dramatis persone to appear as “a
child in the first act,” and * a graybeard in the last.” But
if it be only his appearing a few years older, wasted by vice,
or by disappointment and sorrow, changed, in a word, within
the limits of what a skilful actor may express by an alteration
of his figure and his dress, to this our imagination nowise
refuses to yield itself. If the play be interesting in other
respects, we should have more violence to do to ourselves in
condemning him upon the ancient rule, than we should have
difficulty in abandoning ourselves to the course of a moré
complicated action. There is less improbability, let people
say what they please, in a play thus conceived, than in the
double concentration of former times, of a long action in
twenty-four hours, and then of those twenty-four hours in the

. two or three actually spent in the theatre.

Is not all, moreover, improbability in the playhouse ? Did
we look at things coldly, what should we see there but a
tissue of absurdities? The mere use of verse would be an
enormous one ; and it at once requires no small stretch of the
imagination to figure a Roman speaking French or English,
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Why, then, should we refuse to go as far as the effort will
carry us? Cahusac, in his essay on dancing, was the first to
explain how it is not a matter of indifference representing a
piece by daylight or by artificial light. That artificial light
is the commencement of imitation, preparing and facilitating
the imitations that follow. Well, then, without even going
to a representation, the moment we begid to read a play, we
enter an atmosphere which is imitated, and favourable, by
virtue of that alone, to all imitations. It is there we must
be transported, and there maintain ourselves, in order to judge
of what is and what is not to be tolerated, of what is within
or beyond the true and sound limits of art.
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CHAPTER XV.

L—Shall we go so far as to regret that the triple rule reigned in France !—It is doubtful
if our classics, had they been more free, would have done better—Liberty is not al-
ways the conditioun of genius—The literary superiority of the seventeenth century was
intimately ted with the existing state of things—Let us not praise the unknown

at the expense of the known.

IL—Of the present reaction in favour of the ancients—The eighteenth century led to it
by its contempt for them, and its admiration of itself—Voltaire and Euripides—Vol-
taire and Sophocles—Some men faithful to the ancient ship—M. de Malesieux—
The Abbé A: d—Their of the p day—Racine and his school viewed
in the light of Greek art—Is the Iphegenia of Euripides more true to nature than that
of Racine !—Two trues—Which is the better of the two ?

IIL—Were the Greek tragic writers correct historians ?—Traditions rather literary than
historical—Are we sure thatthe king of kingshad no guards ?—Nausicaa—The kit-
chen of Achilles—Details and types of Convention—Was Racine wrong in making his
Hippolytus a lover ?—That of Euripides.

WaiLE we acknowledge that the unfettered drama has in
its favour reason and nature, shall we go so far as to regret
that the seventeenth century took a different course, and that
the eighteenth followed it ?

Some tell us, that if the French school has produced, in
spite of 80 many trammels, pieces of such excellence, it would
have been far more prolific had no such trammels existed.

Others maintain, on the contrary, that it needed these
trammels, and that to them it owes all its greatest beauties.

We have already seen that this is true of Voltaire, and that
he was the first to be sensible of it. But did it hold trne with
respect to Racine and Corneille? We think it did.
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With respect to Racine it i8 evident. Of a calm and gentle
genius, we cannot suppose him sighing for the hazardous
advantages of liberty. He was happy to have guides. He
never quitted his masters; he could not quit them for a mo-
ment without being frightened to find himself alone, and,
even where he abandons himself to his genius, he would
fain still fancy himself obedient. Whatever he could not
justify by an example he would condemn himself to expunge.

Corneille has had a reputation for audacity which is well
enough justified by some of his critical opinions, but ill
enough by the general character of his works.

He has been praised for having submitted with reluctance
to laws which were to become those of the French theatre.
It has been said, that it was his genius that protested, and
turned a look of bitter disappointment upon the wide career
from henceforth closed upon its ardour.

Are we quite sure of this? There was something that was
more disposed to recalcitrate than genius; it was bad taste.
Now, in this struggle, Corneille was, on more than one occa-
sion, its advocate. He did not demand liberty; he regretted
license. Let us not forget that his best works were all pos-
terior to his submission. He, too, therefore, needed restraint.
His not perceiving this, or his not confessing it, is no reason
for our supposing that he would have found it for his advan-
tage to have been more free.

One would be very much mistaken were he to believe that
liberty is always the condition of development. There are
plants that require an absolutely unfettered development;
there are others that owe all their beauty and their vigour to
salutary restraint; there are some, in fine, which, according
to countries and seasons, require freedom or restraint. Now,
genius is one of these last. There are times and countries in
which it pants for freedom, and expires if it cannot be free;
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there are others in which it'is it that requirés laws, and not
only literary laws, but a solid body of political and civil laws.

This is what we see in France in the seventeenth century.
To ask, as has so often been done, by what happy exception
an epoch of despotism produced works of first-rate excellefice,
shows an ignorance of that epoch, of its spirit, and of its men.
The absolute monarchy of that age appears to us to have been,
in it, much less an obstacle to overcome in order to produce,
than the essential condition of the products. All the works
of that time, as one cannot but feel in studying them, drew
from that source both their regularity and their grandeur—
that is to say, what has made them live. All the men who
were inspired by Louis XIV. and his laws, we defy you to
figure to yourselves—if you transport them in imagination into
the midst of the eighteenth century—as otherwise than out of
their element, vacillating, and incapable of protecting them-
selves. The long life of the Chancellor d’Aguessean is a sad
enough proof of this. A great man under Louis XIV., what
does he become under Louis XV.? He preserves his virtues,
but what does he make of them? They serve him no other
purpose than that of covering—first amid groans, and with a
little struggling, afterwards with a deplorable yielding to the
times—faults and acts of injustice of every kind. Who will
assure us that Bossuet, under Louis XV., would have remained
Bossuet ? The whole generation was of this character. It
felt its strength ; it felt also its weakness. It did justice to
itself when, in politics, it wound itself round a strict govern-
ment ; and, in literature, round those old laws, the severity of
which it still further augmented.

Again, though all should be to do over again—though we
should have to choose betwixt what Corneille and his fol-
lowers have left us, and what they would have left us under
a wider system—it would not be very easy for one to resign



248 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

himself to abandoning Cinna, Iphigénie, and Mérope, for we
know not the masterpieces which we should have had in
their place. Let us grant, as we must, that the seventeenth
century laid down rules that were too strict ; still, looking at
what they have given us, let us not anathematize them.

II.—No more let us allow the charge to be carried too far,
that has been brought against our classics, of having departed
from nature, and having been, on this point, too little faith-
ful to those Greeks to which, on others, they were only too
faithful.

It is the fashion at present to prefer Euripides to Racine.
The latter is admitted to possess more elegance, more art;
but the natural, the true, is thought to be more with Euri-
pides. M. von Schlegel first drew attention, in 1808, to this
new phase in the suit for ever depending between the ancients
and the moderns.

It had been prepared, it must be confessed, and rendered
almost inevitable, by people running into the opposite excess.
For near a century Greek art had been called rudeness, negli-
gence, one might almost say silliness. Voltaire’s only praise
of Euripides, was his observing that Racine had imitated him :
“What idea ought not one to have of a poet from whom
Racine himself has borrowed some of his sentiments?”* He
himself, when he imitates them, thinks he does them infinite
honour. They are barbarians whom he civilizes; they are
rough blocks, out of which, following Racine’s example, he
would extract statues. Racine, an admirer even to supersti-
tion, does not dare to approach the subjects that have been
treated by Sophocles, for Sophocles, he says, appals and over-
whelms him; Voltaire, not content with commencing where
Racine had refused to end, has the audacity to speak of that

* Letter to M. de Genonville.
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(FEdipus of Sophocles, from which he took his own, as the work
of a mere beginner, a tissue of improbabilities—and on this

" last point he is, unfortunately, in the right. We find him,

. accordingly, ridiculing with a deal of wit, for example, the
- first scenes; asking if (Edipus, after the plague had broken

out in the city, could be ignorant of it; if the Thebans could
have stood in need of his telling them, “I am (Edipus;” if

. he could have ascended the throne of Lalus, after having even

married his widow, without having known how Lafus died.
Such improbabilities, such faults, we cannot blame Voltaire
for having seen; but at the same time, beyond these, he saw
nothing, he felt nothing. It had been vain to attempt to
show him how much of the affecting and the sublime there is
in the exposition of Sophocles’s drama—that weeping crowd,
this king comforting them. He has had his laugh, that is
enough ; the Greek exposition is worthless.* A prince with
his confidant ; this was faultless, and within the rules. And
this taste was to be that of the age.

Here and there, notwithstanding, men were to be found
faithful to the ancient worship. In the seventeenth century,
antiquity was loved and respected without people being enthu-
siasts for it, since we cannot apply that term either to Racine’s
too humble admiration, or Dacier’s heavy resentments. In the
eighteenth, that general respect died away, but enthusiasm
awoke in certain souls. Voltaire had attended in his younger
days the poetical lectures of M. Malezieux. He had seen the
lively old man quote a profusion of passages from Sophocles
in the midst of the Sceaux holidays, and not only obtain a
hearing, but even draw tears. Such, again, after M. de
Malezieux, was the Abbé Arnaud. “When he took off his
priest’s dress, and threw some ancient drapery over his shoul-

* M t dh though long afterwards, to consider it beautiful. —See
lhmauaqumratun uﬁek(,‘hcur(Ohorus)
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ders, you scemed to have before your eyes a priest of Delphos
or Heliopolis, a hierophant. He had quite the bearing, and,
in his look, the inspiration of such a character. He under-
stood many languages and admired only one, that of Plato
and Homer; and, at the age of sixty, the Iliad and Odyssey
filled him with all the ecstasy of his youth. When Ire recited
them—or, rather, when he sang them—with his Provengal
accent, a relic of the Phoceean accent, one might have thought
himself present at those solemnities of the Grecian continents
and islands, where Homer’s songs gave their aid to the religion
and the enchantment of the national festivals.”*

But such instances were, and in the eighteenth century
could only be, impotent exceptions. The worship of antiquity
wants only such priests as love nature and solitude; but
people had become enamoured of noise and art.

In passing to Shakspere, our moderns have gone back to
the admiration of the ancients; a proof, if any were wanted,
of what we said above on the affinity that subsists between
the ancient drama and the free drama of the English. After
having attacked our classics as imitators of the ancients, it
is through the ancients that some have begun to attack
them. .

On this subject some remarks have been very just, and
others highly absurd.

Among the former, it has been said :—

That the school of Racine has reproduced the Greek forms,
while the spirit has too often escaped it:

That its respect and love for the Greeks have not a.lways
been founded on their best qualities :

That the Greek tragic poets were national and popular
poets; that there ought, consequently, to have been efforts
made to be more s0; and that this would have been the more

* Garat, Mémoires sur la Vie de Suard.
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real and more useful imitation, and a truer homage to their
merits.

Among remarks that have less justice in them, we would
notice, in particular, the much that has been said on the
superiority of the Greeks in point of nature and truthfulness
in the expression of the feelings.

What ought to be our opinion of their merit in this respect?

In speaking, as we have just done, of unity of action, the
question was not, we said,'was it necessary—for that is not
disputed—but, whether there be only one way of having this
unity.

Here we would make the same observation. That we must
be natural and true is what no one has denied; but is there
absolute oneness in nature? Is dramatic truth absolutely
one? Let us see:

——* Father,
No longer grieve me; you are not betray'd;
‘When you shall order, you shall be obey'd—
My life is yours to take....
A yielding victim, if required, I'll know.”....

This is what, in our days, some will have to be false.

“ Let me not, father, prematurely die !

This light is pleasant. . .. You would take my life.... .
Ah! do not take it. .. . One word only more,

And strongest word of all: for mortals nought

8o sweet as to behold the light ; the dead

Are nothing.  Sure the wish to die

Is very madness ! Surely better far

To live in misery than with glory die.”*

This is what has been pronounced emphatically true; this
is what has been contrasted, with great eulogiums, with the
resignation of the French Iphigenia.

* Another of the characters of Euripides, old Phérds, who refused to die for his son
Adm fe the same maxi “ Let people speak evil of me,” he says, “ it is of
little eonuqumcatome after my death.” And there is there also a scene rendered equally

painful by the base behaviour of the father and the invectives of the son,
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We say it distinctly; there is here a mistake. This is
true, if you will, in this sense, that many a young woman, on
being condemned to die, will weep, will cry, like that of
Euripides ; but have there never been found any gifted with
more resignation and fortitude? And although, in the course
of long centuries, we should find only one such, would not
that single case be enough to prove that Racine’s also is not
beyond the limits of truth ?

And now, of these two trues, which is the better? Both
Iphigenias draw tears; which are the purer tears, which the
tears we feel best pleased to have shed? One Iphigenia, with
her terror and her screams, seizes us by the nerves; the other,
with her tranquil heroism, seizes us by the soul. Which of
these two ways would we rather be affected by ?

Some modern tragic authors have been censured much and
justly for having availed themselves so much of sensation.
How many pictures, in fact, which make, not our souls, but
our flesh shudder! Lucretia Borgia, like the Iphigenia of
Euripides, has a terrifying apprehension of death. Blanche,
the daughter of Triboulet, we find offering herself to it; but
when the dagger approaches, “It will do me much harm,”
she says. Well, then, here we have natural sentiment, as we
have it often in the Greek dramas. We admit, in all humility,
that Racine seems to us to have acted rightly in not going
there for it; and had it been this alone that Voltaire did not
relish, we farther admit that we should have willingly for-
given him.

IIL.—Here is a remark that will appear strange and al-
most scandalous, but which will have less of that aspect, if
not at once repelled. |

In contemplating that excessive simplicity of manners and
of language which the Greek poets have given to their heroes,



HISTORICAL DOUBTS. 2538

it may be permitted, it strikes us, to doubt how far, in this
respect, they were faithful historians. Might not one suspect
that on this point there were, in Greece, certain traditions,
rather literary than historical, which there was no choice but
to obey? There does not exist & single art the history of .
which does not present us with some example of the authority
usurped, in the course of time, by facts altogether occasional
in their origin.

The tone of the Greek drama, then, might, it is likely
enough, have been so far at least a relic of the first sorry
commencements of the dramatic art. People have laughed,
we said, at the guards appointed by Agamemnon, in Racine,
" to accompany Clytemnestra. Are we quite sure, meanwhile,
that the chief of the Greek army, the king of kings—of whom
we are told in a hundred places in Homer, that never had
prince so great an authority, he who had heralds for the
transmission of his smallest orders—are we quite sure that
the redoubtable Agamemnon had not about his person a hand-
ful at least of those armed satellites, of those doryphori, whom
the Greek historians represent as surrounding the pettiest
kinglets of the succeeding epoch ? Could we believe that that
same queen, when she waits, in throes of mortal agony,* for
the revenger of Agamemnon’s murder, had not even a porter
at her palace-door? We shall be told that such are the
manners portrayed in Homer, and therefore long anterior to
the commencements of the theatre. Well, then, are we
blindly to believe Homer himself on these points? Nausicaa,
a king’s daughter, goes to wash linens in a stream !4 It is
possible, for she has women with her, and one may suppose
that, strictly speaking, she did not confine herself to merely
looking at them; but shall we admit that so many heroes
and kings, surrounded with their servants, slaughtered and

* Bophocles, Electra. t Odyssey.
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cooked, with their own hands, the animals with which they
regaled their guests? Shall we any more believe, on the
faith of Homer or the dramatists, that a Hercules, or a The-
seus, traversed the world quite alone? Shall we admit that
Telemachus and Mentor travelled without servants, without
baggage, and on foot? These are so many points on which
the Greeks manifestly departed from historical truth, to at-
tach themselves to the simpler types which poetical or literary
tradition obliged them to preserve. The same fact has been
noticed in the romances of chivalry—brethren and successors,
in many respects, of the ancient Greek poems. In these, too,
conventional mingle with real types, and he who would seri-
ously narrate the history of the Middle Ages has more need to
depart from them than to follow them.

Let us not imagine, then, that the more we keep to the
simple the more we keep to the natural and the true ; let us
not be so ready to think our classics depart from the latter,
the moment they think they ought to amend the Greek types.
It has, besides, more than once happened that details that
had been censured as modern, have been found to be antique
and of the purest antiquity. ¢ Let us suppose,” Voltaire has
somewhere said, ¢ that Euripides were to return to life and to
be present at a representation of the Iphigénie of Racine.
Would he not be revolted at seeing Clytemnestra at the feet
of Achilles ?”” To this there is but one objection; it is, that
the scene is precisely that of Euripides. “I will not blush,”
says the mother, grown desperate, “to embrace thy knees.
A mortal, I can implore the son of a goddess....I implore
thee, by this hand which I touch. .. .I have no altar to fly to
but your knees.” ... Racine does not make her say sa much
about it.

It is a grand affair, among Racine’s admirers, to know
whether he was right or wrong in making Hippolytus a
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lover; he himself knew not well what to think of it. We
shall return to the question of love in the drama ; but whether
Racine is to be blamed in this case or not, there is one point
that we cannot yield ; it is, that the ferocious Hippolytus of
Euripides is more true than the French Hippolytus.

The Hippolytus of Racine, shall we be told, has less merit
in resisting the incestuous love of Phedra, seeing his heart
belonged to Aricia ?

No, we might reply, for his general character and language
assure us that he has no need to think of Aricia in order to
reject with horror the crime conceived by Phedra.

But without stopping at this objection, might we not retort
it? The French Hippolytus loves a woman; the other de-
clares his hatred of the whole sex. Nay, more ; this general
and antecedent aversion he represents as the chief source of
his indignation at Phedra.* Immediately after the fatal com-
munication, “ O Jupiter !”” he exclaims, ¢ wherefore hast thou
placed women in this world, that race of bad alloy! If it
was thy wish to give existence to the human race, they should
not have been made to be born of women.” +. . . And the invec-
tive goes on. You would say it was some old bachelor de-
scribing the annoyances of domestic life. Dowry to give,
learned or intractable wives, impertinent maid-servants, all
i8 there ; and you barely find at the close, some little indig-
nation- pomted against the crime in question.

Can you venture after this to find fault with Racine ?

. A.nluﬂwrolthonamoofGllbertcompoud,umeboginningonbemmnﬁhm

‘urymmppummodenedonmphyot“—' ides; but he imitated The I

Bachelor.
t This idea will be found aleo in Paradise Lost, but very differently justified by the
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CHAPTER XVIL

L.—The question of the natural and the true, the source of all literary controversies—
Digression on the Bible—One of the causes of Voltaire's fierce dislike to it.——IL—He
never had a ine taste for antiquity—When he admires, it is always the admir:
tion of a maker of verses admiring well-made verse—Bad points of view, and false
principles.

IIL.—The same reasons explain the little taste he had for La Fontaine—Criticisms which
would seem inexplicable without that.

IV.—Corneille—Voltaire waged a life-long war with him—O0dd project—History of the

Remarks on Corneille—The grandniece—A good work, and masterly stroke—Embar-

t of the Academy—D’Alembert’s scruples and counsels—Not the less does

Voltaire pursue his work.——V.—What his remarks are—Their littleness—Their

immense number—Many useless, false, unjust—Incredible inaccuracies—Anti-dra-

matic judgments—Perfidious eulogl ‘What was thought of this work—What it
became, thanks to the efforts of Voltaire's friends and the feebleness of the public.

Avr literary controversies turn, in reality, on this everlast-
ing question of the natural and the true. It is perpetually
re-occurring, and it is for the critic to recognise it under the
different forms with which it is from time to time invested.

There is no doubt, for example, that it entered largely into
the animosities indulged by Voltaire against the Bible. On
casting our eyes over what he has written against that book,
we can see that his contempt for it as a book even went be-
yond what he felt for it as a revelation; and we feel, that
could he have relished it more in a literary point of view, he
would have hated it less in the religious point of view. Now,
why this impossibility of relishing it? Just because it has
nowhere its equal, as a book, in the natural and the true, and
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that Voltaire, an excellent judge in taste, was, like his cotem--
poraries, wanting in any capacity for appreciating the rest.
Even were we not grieved, as Christians, at his attacks on a
book which to us is sacred, we should still find matter for
astonishment at seeing such utter insensibility in him, a poet,
a maker of fine verses at least, and even of Christian verses,
to the poetical value of the Bible. The New Testament, in
his eyes, had none ; and in the Old it was with difficulty that
he could get himself to perceive some tolerable images, spoiled
by a heap of things conceived in bad taste. What we have
said of his remarks on Sophocles, might be applied to many
of his anti-biblical observations. The details he considers

" absurd the moment he perceives a discrepancy between them

and the ideas and conventionalisms of his own time; as for
the general scope, of that he never catches a glimpse, and

i does not seem to suspect that there can be any. Isit true

that he had at times to do violence to himself in repress-
ing open admiration for such or such a passage which laid
hold of him in spite of himself? Possibly ; but the.whole
seemed to him wretched stuff, and it cannot be doubted that
he was sincere in thinking the Bible a dull work. As we
have already remarked, neither his mind nor his heart was
formed to appreciate it.

II.—Antique poetry in general was hardly more accessil.e
to him than that of the Greek tragic writers or of the Bible.
Even while professing to admire it, he is little affected by it.

“Do you know Latin ?”” he writes to Madame du Deffand.*
“No. Therefore it is that you ask me whether I like Pope
or Virgil best. Ah! Madam, all our modern tongues are
dry, poor, inharmonious, in ¢omparison with those that were

' spoken by our first masters, the Greeks and the Romans. We

* May 1754.
R
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are at best but country fiddlers. You know Virgil by trans-
lations ; but poets are untranslatable. Can music be trans-
lated ?” .

This is well expressed, and, in its way, too, the sentiment
is not bad. But mark that here he spoke only of verse, of
language, in a word, of the material. It is ever the skilful
maker of verses admiring skilful makers of verses; not a poet
sympathizing with other poets. Those very men, accordingly,
whom he may have spoken of with an enthusiasm altogether
of the ear, you will find him, anon, tearing to shreds in their
most cherished conceptions, and pitilessly pursuing into the
chastest retreats whither they have gone to court the muse.
“If,” you find him say,* “one would, without prejudice, put
into the balance Homer’s Odyssey with Ariosto’s Orlando, the
Italian will outweigh his rival in every respect. As for the
Iliad, let any reader ask himself what he would think, were
he to read, for the first time, this poem and that of Tasso, in
ignorance of the names of the authors and of the times when
these works were composed, judging solely by the standard of
his own gratification. Could he avoid giving Tasso the pre-
ference in every respect?”’ Now, without pausing here to
notice the shallowness and even childishness of such questions
of preference, there is nothing more false than the principle
on which he tells us to resolve them. He would have us _
suppose ourselves “ignorant of the times when these works
were composed.”” This is to bid us neglect all historical,
poetical, or other data, such as we require for understanding
an author and relishing him. It is asking us to put away
our eyes that we may not see, our ears that we may not hear,
our hearts that we may not feel. Ever the same fatal system
which we denounced as the source of the blunders and unjust
opinions, then multiplying themselves without end in the field

* Essay on Manners, ch. oxxi.
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of history; ever those judgments formed under the influence
of the cold and dry ideas of that epoch. History, we have
said, was on the bed of Procrustes. Were not poetry and art
there also ?

III.—The same considerations on the natural and the true
might further explain to us why Voltaire had so little relish
for La Fontaine, and made so many, happily unavailing, at-
tempts to deprive him of the general admiration.

He sets him down, then, as much inferior to Boccaccio and
Phadrus ; he advises* his readers not to allow themselves to
be caught by that pretended naturalness which, in his opinion,
i8 often no better than “the familiar, the low, the careless,
and the common-place.” He adduces, in support of this,
several examples, which, even were they all perfectly just,
still would not prevent La Fontaine from being admirable in
a thousand other passages; but there are, in the number,
some of about the best things La Fontaine ever produced,
and which, if they prove anything, prove that the critic was
not made for appreciating them. He thinks it ridiculous for
the fox to be made to say, that * he has a hundred tricks in
his sack ;”’ he can see nothing more vulgar than the portrait
of the heron, with his long legs and long beak, ¢ hafted with
a long neck.” In replying to the cricket,

. “You were singing, were you ? I'm content;
And now to dance you've my consent.”

the ant seems to him only coarse. Her answer, to be sure, is
not a very Christian speech, and we can understand how
Roussean saw in it a lesson which we should keep from our
children ; but looking on these verses only as verses, and on
the fable as a fable, it is not easy to understand what Voltaire
could have seen bad in them.

* Age of Louis XIV.
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It is this fable which he further adduces, on another occa-
sion,* in trying fo explain why Boileau, in his Art¢ of Poetry,
has said nothing on the fable and the great fabulist of
France.

This omission, we know, has very much puzzled the critics.
Some have said, that the fable was, in Boileau’s eyes, beneath
his notice; a reason which is hardly admissible when we
think of what he has said of the sonnet, and, still more, of the
esteem he felt for La Fontaine. Others will have it, that his
- silence was owing to La Fontaine’s being out of favour with
the court—which is untrue, for if not in favour, as little was
he in disgrace, and he had paid his tribute, like everybody
else, to the king, and to the king’s mistress.}

Be that as it may, it was, according to Voltaire, because
La Fontaine was a bad writer, and Boileau was scandalized
at his “faults against language and the correction of style.” {
How could Boilean have tolerated that cricket which, having
sung all summer,

“Went off to cry for want
To her neighbour, the wise ant” ?
Adding, that she will pay her debt,

“ Both interest and principal,
By my honour as an animal,
" I pay in August when you call !*

It is on this that Voltaire, always in the name of Boileau,
tries to vent his indignation, Had he, again, confined himself
merely to saying it was comwon-place and low, no more
needed be said than that we are not of Voltaire’s opinion ;
but that he should have felt himself called upon to adduce
these verses a8 “ containing faults of language,” is an enigma

* Philosophical Dictionary. t Prologue to Book vil. of the Fabler.
$ It is curious that Volsaire, ordiparily so correct, makes a blunder in style at the very

moment that he is speaking of blunders. One does not say, *a fault against the correc-
tion of style.”
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of which we cannot guess the meaning. One feels that he
himself did not very well know why the great fabulist so dis-
pleased him. It was one of those instinctive antipathies
which make us look for ugliness in the finest face, harshness
in the mildest, silliness in the cleverest. But such antipathies
have always a cause ; good or bad, apparent or hidden, it is
all the more real perhaps the more the antipathy is strange
and the more it seems to attach itself to what is absolutely
futile.  Voltaire’s attacks on La Fontaine are wretched
quibbles, -and between Voltaire and La Fontaine there lies
an abyss.

“ Nothing more insipid,” he adds, * than the story of the
drowned woman, of whom it was said, that her body had to
be sought for by going up the stream, she had always been 8o
full of the spirit of contradiction.”

May we not say of Voltaire, throughout this whole discus-
sion, that he was not unlike the drowned woman? And was
it not going up against the stream, to set himself to discuss
the reputation of La Fontaine ?

IV.—That of Corneille, which he fiercely attacked for so
long a time, was more open to discussion. Still it required
courage in Voltaire, himself a tragic poet, to attack another
tragic poet, the father of the French drama, and to brave the
accusations of jealousy which such sad courage could not fail
to provoke. Did he only give way to an inconsiderate zeal
for what he believed to be the interests of art? Let us wave:
the motives and look to the work. Let us, most of all, look
to how it was received, and what influence it had.

In the year 1719, on the occasion of his first piece, (Edipe,
we find him come out at once with a criticism on the (Edipe
of Corneille—a wretched play, it is true, and now no longer

printed.



262 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

In 1732, in his Philosophical Letters : * What service would
not the Academy render,” he says, “to literature, to the lan-
guage, and to the nation, if, instead of printing compliments
every year, it would see to the printing of the best works of
the age of Louis XIV., purged from all the faults of language
which have slipped into them! Corneille and Moliére are
full of them; La Fontaine teems with them. Such as are
incapable of correction, might at least be marked as faunlts.”

This was an odd and absurd idea. Not that there was no-
thing to correct, even, it might be, in Racine; but figure to
yourself such a fine piece of work! Racine and Bossuet,
Moliére and Pascal, corrected; the original text lost; the
Academy, in short, carrying on this lamentable re-plastering
from age to age, for, as expressions from time to time should
become antiquated, they would have to be replaced by new
ones! Add to this, new authors writing with the prospect
before them of being re-plastered in their turn, as soon as they
should be found antiquated enough, and illustrious enough

.. to require that honour. What gratitude should we not have

Yowed to the Greek or Roman academicians, that would have
taken the pains to re-touch Demosthenes or Cicero, Homer or
Virgil! “The good French books, carefully printed,” adds
Voltaire seriously, ¢ would be one of the nation’s most glorious
monuments.”

He abandoned, however, the strangest part of his proposal,
and, renouncing the disfigurement of the texts, persisted in
erecting one of these glorious monuments. To this we owe
his Remarks on Corneille. ¢ The more I read him,” he would
say,* ¢“the more I think him the father of galimatias as well
as the father of the drama.”

In 1761, he prevailed on the Academy itself to address a
request to him that he would undertake this work. He would

* Letter to d’Argental, 1751,
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have the air of one who was obeying an order. It was not
he, it was the French Academy, that desired these comment-
aries to be composed. He was, moreover, to submit them to
its revisal ; he was not to publish a line that had not received
the approbation of that body.

Nor was this all. He had learned that a young woman,
grandniece of Corneille, was obscurely vegetating in a con-
dition bordering on actual want. Here there was a good deed
to be done; here there was the best possible passport to the
Remarks. Next, it would be a good joke to find a dowry
for the grandniece at the expense of the granduncle’s glory ;
and the enjoyment of this good joke was enough of itself to
determine Voltaire. Shall it be said that no generous impulse
was to have any part in what he was about to do for the
heiress of such a name? It were sad to think this, and it is
well that nothing compels us to do so. Voltaire was suscep-
tible of the higher feelings ; but he made so much noise about
this good deed of his, he 8o manifestly sought and found his
own advantage in it, that it were hard to define precisely
what of fine feeling remained over and above.

It was a curious master-stroke, then, to get France to ac-
cept, a8 a national monument, a book in which the father of
her drama was to be mercilessly dissected. Subscribers poured
in from all quarters; the name of the king appeared at the
head of the list.* .

The Academy had seen the trap that was laid for it. It
yielded with regret, yet did not venture, the matter once on
foot, to withdraw the sanction which it ,had been got to pro-
mise. The first literary corporation in Europe was the first
to become the slave of a man who had not even permission to

* “T proposed that the king should be kind enough to encourage me by subscribing
for fifty copies; he has taken two hundred. ... Madame la Marquise de Pompadour, to
whom I had not even written about it, has taken fifty. ... The Company of Farmers-

general has subscribed for sixty.”... &c. &c.—Letter to the Abbé d'Olivet, August 1761,
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come and take his seat, and yet who presided, invisibly, at
its deliberations.

From the first portions that were sent to the members, they
were, not without reason, amazed at the rapid progress of the
work. Its author had set himself to his task with incredible
ardour; he could think or speak of nothing else. His letters
of that year are full of it. He would have been less excited
had he had to compose Horace and Cinna, instead of merely
to comment on them. “I treat Corneille,” he writes to the
Count d’Argental,* “sometimes as if he were a god, some-
times as if he were a coach-horse.”

In the course of the following month, accordingly, we find
d’Alembert writing to him: “The Academy has received
your remarks on Horace, on Cinna, and on the Cid. We
have been much pleased with your remarks on Horace, much
less with those on Cinna, which seem to have been composed
in haste. The remarks on the Cid are better, still they re-
quire revision. It appears to us that you insist too little on
the author’s beauties, and sometimes too much on faults which
may not appear faults to everybody.” Let us not forget that
he who speaks thus is d’Alembert, the chief of the Voltairians
at the Academy.

Voltaire yielded, or seemed to yield, to these criticisms. .

“The Academy,” he wrote shortly afterwards to d’Argental,
‘“puts its observations on the margin. I either correct, in
consequence, or I dispute.” And as his friend had some
fears that he might dispute a little too much—*‘ Let me
proceed,” he replies; “I will be modest, respectful, and not
maladroit.”

He was so, nevertheless, although this can hardly be said
to have been one of his common faults. In those few pas-
sages in which he treats Corneille as a god, he lets it be seen

* August 1761.
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. too well that he merely wanted to give himself a title to treat
i him elsewhere, to use his other expression, a8 a coach-horse ;
! all that he gave him with one hand, he took back with the
' other. D’Alembert insisted. ¢ Think well,” said he, ¢ that
- aliving author, in criticizing a dead one who enjoys the public
" esteem, ought to be superabundantly in the right when he
speaks at all, and to say nothing when he is only in the right.
You see the reception that has been given to the poor creatures
who have pointed out the foolish things found in Homer, and
. yet those poor devils had at least right and a half more on
! their side.” Another day: “ Don’t condemn Corneille ex-
cept when you are doubly in the right.”” Yet another day:
“You think it was so bad, in your criticism on Polyeucte,
that he should go and smash away at the altars and the idols.
¢ Don’t you do as he did. . . . The public is a long-eared animal
. that feeds on thistles, that gradually gets a disrelish for them,
but brays when it is deprived of them.” Corneille, it will be
seen, would have been little flattered with the defence. He
* would have begged of d’Alembert rather to abandon him to
" the unfriendly handling of Voltaire.
Asg for the respect and modesty promised to be shown by
the latter to the Academy, he had been, as it would appear,
- still more wanting in these qualities than in address, for the
Academy was about to be seriously angry with him. But he
still required its aid ; so he calmed it down with one of those
humble letters which cost his pride nothing, sure as he always
was to retrieve his loss at the expense of those who allowed
themselves to be caught by his snares. *I beseech you,” he
would say to the perpetual secretary,* ‘“to prevail on the
Academy to continue its kindnesses.” But in another letter
to d’Argental :4+ “The Academy does not want to appear
philosophic. What poor observations are its observations on
#* Ducloa, t November 1761,
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my remarks concerning Polyeucte! Patience; I am not the
man to yield.”

He did yield at last, just enough to keep the Academy
from disowning his work; and, in a subsequent edition,* he
restored to its original state all that he had been obliged to

modify.

V.—Now let us hear what was said by a cotemporary, one
of those few critics who had not been deterred from opening
his mouth by the a.scendency of Voltaire. The following
passage is from Clement, in his Letters to the author of the
Remarks on Corneille :—

“The main duty of a commentator is to elucidate what is
obscure in-his author; to bring the text into a state of the
utmost possible correctness; to bring out a hundred things
which art conceals from the view of the unintelligent reader.
He makes us perceive the boldness or the delicacy of certain
images or certain expressions. . . . He justifies what may seem
censurable in the eyes of half-connoisseurs. If there be a
fault, he abandons it to its fate; but does not seek to take
advantage of it for the purpose of making a shameless attack
on a celebrated poet, by favour of whom he is too happy to
obtain a look from posterity.”

This last hit goes too far. The author of Mérope and of
Zaire had no need to write comments on Cinna in order to
be himself somebody. But what goes before is good, and
Voltaire had done, point by point, the contrary.

The first observation, which is instantly suggested on your
opening the book, and, in some sort, before having even read
any of these Remarks, is their smallness. Nothing better
than brevity; Voltaire often excelled in it. But on glancing '
at these altogether petty articles, one cannot avoid recalling *

* 1774
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the name of great that had been awarded to Corneille. We
have but verses picked out here and there, phrases dissected
as one would do in teaching a child grammar, or, at most, in
giving boys lessons in composition ; yet even then, one would
introduce larger views, more literature and more logic. Vol-
taire looks only at the turns of expression and the words.
One would fain say to him, “ What need is there of all this?
Nobody ever thought of going to Corneille for lessons in
language and grammar. These incorrect expressions, and
antiquated words and idioms, are seen by everybody that
knows French as well as by you. Wherefore, in Rodogune,*
fiteen remarks on thirty lines? Wherefore, in that same
piece,} forty-nine on a single scene?” One would say, that
he wanted to overwhelm with mere number the man whom
he had no chance of vanquishing in any other way. This
prepossession against Corneille is manifest even in passages
where he seems to relax his ardour. When we see him pass
over instances of incorrectness more real and more serious
than many that he notices, we are reminded of a man who
has gathered in a hurry, and without selection, whatever he
could find to toss at the head of an enemy.

Accordingly, even were all these innumerable remarks to
be quite correct, we might still maintain that this is not com-
menting on Corneille. He who could paint with so bold a
pencil, ought not to be studied with a magnifying glass. A
Hercules should not be attacked, even although justly, with
pin points.

But among these attacks with pin points, who could have
patience enough to count how many are unjust? Who could
even enumerate in how many ways they are unjust ?

Sometimes he attributes to Corneille, without distinction,
faults which are certainly his, and faults which are those only

* Actil. e 2 t Actill.so. &
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of his age; sometimes, exaggerating that same distinction
between the age and the man, he attacks as antiquated what,
on the contrary, was bold and new. Here there is a very
clear passage which he would fain make out to be obscure ;
there, a passage a little less clear, and which might have been
elucidated, but which the commentator hastens to declare un-
intelligible. He separates verses which should remain con-
nected; he connects verses which should remain separate.
Often if right in substance, still he is unjust in the form,
whether it be that he exaggerates reproach or censures in an
unjustifiable tone. In fine—and who could believe it were it
not positively proved ?—he had not even taken the trouble to
procure a good edition of his author ! He notices faults which
Corneille himself had corrected, together with some which
he had never committed, inasmuch as they were errors of the
press; and all these criticisms missing fire, Voltaire never-
theless knowingly persisted in them—for fhey were pointed
out to him.

" As for negligence and inaccuracy, the instances are in-
credible.

% A woman,” he says, speaking of a verse in the Polyeucte,
“ought to give people the impression that she is virtuous, but
ought never to say, my virtue. See whether Monime, whom
Mithridates wants to make his mistress, ever says, my virtue."

Never? Why, twice. But the most curious thing is not
that Voltaire committed this mistake ; but that nobody in the
Academy noticed it.

‘Would you have a stranger one still ?

“ St prés de voir,” says he,* “is not French.” Here at
once there is an error; si prés de voir is French. But stay;
he proceeds to justify what he has said. ¢ Prés de requires a
substantive. One may say, prés de sa ruine, prés d’'étre

* Remarks on Horace, Act i.
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rumé.” He does not see that étre is a verb, and that he
gives as an example of what i8 correct the very thing which
he had blamed in his author !

The more general estimates he makes of his author, or those
which he would have to be so, are full of literary heresies

~ which he would have been the first to anathematize had he
. seen them in the writings of others.

Has he to speak, for example, of the imprecations of Ca-

milla? ¢ Never,” says he, ¢ did the woes of Camilla, or her
. death, cause the shedding of a tear. ‘¢ Would you extort
! (arracher) tears from me,” says Boileaw,* ‘you must weep

yourself.” ”’

Yes; but Boilean has nowhere said, that everytbing that is
not of a kind to elicit tears should be banished from tragedy.
There are powerful, tragic, universally admired situations
enough that do not make us weep. Next, listen to his
reasoning. ¢ Camilla,” he says, “ ought not to be enraged
against Rome ; she ought to have waited till Rome or Alba
should triumph.” On this footing why not also say that
Hermione does wrong in reproaching Orestes with the mur-
der of Pyrrhus, since it was she who commanded him to do
it? With this fine logic it is clear that there would no longer
be in the world passions, or inconsistencies, or crimes; but it
i8 clear, also, that there would no longer be such a thing as
tragedy.

Voltaire goes so far as to blame, as contrary to the rules of
the drama, the murder of Camilla by her brother. ¢ Aris-
totle,” he says, * has remarked, that the most uninteresting
of catastrophes is that in which an atrocious deed is com-
mitted in cold blood.” You would object to this, that Hora-

* Boileau sald :—
“ Pour me tirer des pleurs.”. .. .
Here there is another inaccuracy which it is surprising that the Academy did not notice.
Our classics, it would appear, were not very umiliar to the literary men of that time.
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tius was nowise in cold blood ; that his sister’s imprecations
were quite sufficient to lead, dramatically speaking, to a mur-
der, which, besides, is a historical fact. But why offer any
reply? Voltaire, on the next page, has forgotten his own
observation. The very murder which he had blamed as com-
mitted in cold blood, he proceeds' to say was committed in a
moment of passion.

In all that bears on the contexture of the pieces, we find the
same negligence, the same injustice. Sometimes he assumes
as known what has not been told; sometimes he assumes as
unknown what has been formally told. With the improbabi-
lities resulting from the observance of the unities—improba-
bilities to which a declared partisan of those rules forfeits at
once all right to be severe—he often mingles what are not
improbabilities at all, or which fall at least within the sphere
of those general improbabilities to which we must of necessity
consent, unless we would dispense with dramatical compositions
altogether. In Horace, for example, it would be more Roman,
strictly speaking, in the French and conventional meaning
of that term, that the father should be present at the com-

“bat ; but it is not on that account improbable that he should
not have been present, and Voltaire was wretchedly ill-inspired
when he maintained that this improbability spoilt the whole
for him, even to the famous Qu'il mourtt.

It is a piece of great folly,” he had said,  to see nothing
estimable in an enemy who enjoys the public esteem.”

Hence those eulogiums which he accords—we have seen in
what spirit—to the beauties of Corneille. But it is on the
least apparent, sometimes indeed on the most questionable
of these, that he prefers to dwell. Did he imagine that he
should thus have the air of being so very impartial as to
praise not only what everybody praises, but even what most
people do not even notice? Here again we can perceive a

)




. CLEMENT DENOUNCED. : 271

round-about way of injuring Corneille, for thus the reader is
naturally led to ask what this man can really have been with
respect to whom, in order to find matter to praise, one must
seek out beauties of the second and third order.

. Never, accordingly, did Voltaire forgive the man who was

. bold enough to expose this policy, that poor Clement whom
. he called Clement Maraud, to distinguish him, as he said,

from Clement Marot. It is true that Clement went into the
affair with no lukewarm feelings, and that Voltaire did not
always get off by launching a pun at his head. In 1772,
what excitement and rage at Ferney! Clement had published
his Last' Word ; Clement was doomed to be crushed. Yet

" Voltaire did not wish to appear as if he thought himself at all

touched ; he wished to seem indignant only at what Clement
had dared to say of his friends d’Alembert, Dorat, and Con-

: dorcet :—

“ Folly I might not venture to unmask,
Think d’Alembert a stiff affected fool,
Dorat impertinent, Condorcet dull.”

This was what Voltaire considered an unheard-of enormity.

He could not digest the insolence that could “ insult by name

two academicians of distinguished merit,” that impudent in-
sult “ uttered in public, by the son of a procurator, to a man
like Dorat!” The son of Arouet, the notary, had uttered
much worse against far worthier persons, and among others,
more or less directly, against the great Corneille.

His remarks, indeed, had seemed hardly better to his
friends than to his enemies. ¢ The cry is general,”
Bachaumont's* Secret Memoirs, “ against M. de Voltaire’s

_ Corneille. ... All is botched in that work....No depth, no

general views, no well-studied analysis.” Again:{ “It is
asserted that M. de Voltaire’s notes on Corneille are printing
* April 1764 t Moy 1764.
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separately. ... This news throws still more discredit on the
work.” Bachaumont seems to say that people might at least
console themselves with the reading of the text, and that
nobody would care for the reading of the notes alone.

But Voltaire was too sure of his age to be under any ap-
prehension with respect to these transient fits of disloyalty.
“On the appearance of every new work,” wrote Grimm so
early as 1756, “the public laughs at M. de Voltaire, says a
great deal of ill of him personally, praises his previous works
at the expense of the last, and ends with admiring it as it
admired those that went before.”

And thus it was with the Remarks. The author’s friends
soon resumed their courage; they praised that work all the
more, the more need there was of praising it, to save it from
being forgotten or despised. ¢ The highest honour that Cor-
neille could receive,” wrote Condorcet, *“ was M. de Voltaire’s
condescending to write comments on him.” The public did
not, at bottom, subscribe to such eulogiums, but the Remarks
had, in their very weakness, a great merit in the eyes of a
shallow generation, the merit of confining criticism to details,
discussing easy questions only, and dispensing with erudition.
People thus came fast enough, if not to admire them, at least
to be on good terms with them ; and although nobody in our
days would like to take them for models, few critics have ven-
tured to say what they really thought of them.
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CHAPTER XVII.

I.-—m verse and prose oonmvusy—'l‘ho art of versifying is not poetry—Errors on this
Malherbe—Raci J. B. R La Motte—Voltaire opposes
him, and is only half in the right.
I1.—Voltaire’s 1ove of verse—How he made verses—The surmounting of difficulties is a
small matter—Voltaire made a jest of it—Defects of his versification.

IIL—He would have verse capable of being turned into prose—This rule sometimes
good, often bad—Examples—Another error with respect to metaphor,

1V.—Whenoce did these errors arise ?—Invasion of philosophism in art and the things of
the heart—Voltaire is never seriously nﬁctod—l-!e nw in ewrythin; the pleasant
side or the dry side—The dead in church A her and the epitaph on her son—
Voltaire in the ode.

V.—Love in tragedy—Why people kept to { so much in Fra Habit and 3
Voltaire did not seize the question in all its breadth.——VI.—Ridiculous amours—
La Motte—Marivaux—Lagrange—Saurin—Chateaubrun—Corneille—Why do we ex-
oept Racine ?—Crebillon—Voltaire's struggles.

Waex La Motte, at the commencement of the century,
began to cry down verse, Voltaire energetically defended it.

It was not from having had many reasons to offer. What
answer could you give to & man who is not sensible of any
difference between a verse, even a good one, and a line of
prose, even when feeble ?

Of that difference Voltaire was profoundly, pérhaps too
profoundly, sensible.

Is this to be said to his reproach? Can one be foo sensible
of the beauties of verse? Yes, if he goes so far as to con-
sider mere verses to be poetry ; if he has no comprehension of
poetry without verse; if he comes to value verse less on its

8
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own account than on account of the difficulty surmounted in
making it.

That difficulty hasits advantages. The struggle the author
has to maintain with the measure and the rhyme, compels him
to ransack his thoughts better, and to give more time and
care to labour and art.

But art is not poetry. It was a great mistake in the seven-
teenth century to confound the two. Voltaire, on this point,
was no more in the right than La Motte.

The error was of ancient date. Poetry had not been inau-
gurated in France, as it was in the Greece of antiquity or the
Italy of the renaissance, by men of warm feelings and pro-
found imagination—men to whom it was a necessity of their
very existence. No Homer, no Dante, ever stamped it with
the seal of his genius. It had come in careless and light-
headed, playing with verse, and willing to be indebted to it
for all its merit.

Nor did it change its spirit on becoming more regular and
more serious ; the more it owed to art, the more content was
it to be and to remain an art. Malherbe had definitively
impressed this character upon it; and, strange as it must ap-
pear, Malherbe, nevertheless, even while he sought his own
glory in verse and by verse, neither liked nor appreciated
verse. He felt a grudge towards it for the difficulty it cost
him; he never 8o much as suspected that the vocation of a
‘poet could have any higher range. ‘“If our verse survive
us,” he said to Racine, “all the glory we can expect from it
is, that people will say we have been two good arrangers of
syllables. A good poet,” he added, ‘ is of no more use to the
state than a good player at skittles.” *

With more respect for ¢ the art of verse,” and for them-
selves, his successors in the seventeenth century kept to the

' * Historiettes de Tallemant de Reaws.
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‘same track. Racine wonld have been much astonished,
Boilean much scandalized, had people come to speak to them
about poetry without saying a word about verse. They had
no power of comprehending, in these questions, the soul with-
out the body. It was their own form of materialism.

All the more wag it one of the forms of that of the eigh-
teenth century.* All the poets of the time, good or bad, con-
found versification and poetry, spirit and body.

Brossette, the commentator of Boileau, found in the Ode to
Fortune an imitation of Lucretius, and pointed it out to the
author. “It is true,” replied Rousseau, *“and you have
rightly remarked that I had in my eye the passage, Quo
magis tn dubits. And I confess, seeing you approve of the
manner in which I have appropriated to myself the thought
expressed by that ancient author, that I am better pleased
than had I myself been the author of it, for this reason, that
it is the expression alone that makes the poet, and not the
thought, which belongs to the philosopher and to the orator
a8 well as to him.” '

La Motte had expressed the same idea. Poetry,” he said,
in his Discourse on the Ode, “ differed at first from free and
ordinary discourse only in the metrical arrangement of the
words, which gratified the ear in proportion to the perfection
to which it was carried. To this, ere long, fiction was super-
added with figures—bold figures, I mean, and such as elo-
quence would not venture to employ. This, I believe, is all
that is essential to poetry.” Thus he comes to see no merit
in it beyond the difficulty surmounted, and then to show that
that merit is a small matter, and that it were better to aban-
don it.

* Voltaire, without attacking the principle, combats the con-

* Batteaux, a critic too much forgotten, whom we have already had occasion to speak
of with commendation, was the first to protest against this old error.
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sequence. The principle, on the contrary, he fully sanctions;'
for he puts the surmounting of the difficulty in the first rank
among the reasons to be alleged, in his opinion, in favour o
poetry.

He could not endure, for example, that Fénelon’s Telema--
chus should be called a poem. Perhaps he was in the right;
but it is not enough to be in the right—one should get there
by the right way. Now his argament was this, that prose is
too easy, too much within the reach of everybody. ¢ What
does a poem in prose amount to,” he would say,* “ but a con-
fession of a man’s incapacity ?”’

There have been people, no doubt, who wrote in prose be-
cause incapable of writing in verse ; and, as Gilbert said,—

““It costs us some trouble our verses to polish,
Brt in prose, at the least, one with ease may be foolish.”

But this is not saying that verse is necessarily the form of
poetry, any more than that the human body, admirable as it
is, is necessarily the envelope of the human soul. *In taking
away the difficulty,” says Voltaire again, “ M. de La Motte
takes away the merit.” Were that a good reason, the merit
would necessarily be enhanced in proportion to the difficulties
surmounted ; and we should have to say with Boileau, that |
“ g faultless sonnet is of itself worth a long poem,” a conclu-
sion which Voltaire would have admitted as little as we.

II.—But he entertained for verse all the fondness and en-
thusiasm which a true poet has for poetry ; and besides, with
rare felicity in versification, he sported with all its difficulties.

“In reading Despréaux,” d'Alembert wrote to him,} “one
concludes and one feels what his verses must have cost him;
in reading Racine, one concludes, but one does not feel this; |
in reading you, one neither concludes nor feels it.”

# Discours aux Weiches. 1 January 1770.
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" We, for our parts, feel that this looks very like a geometer;
still these lines give no bad idea of what one experiences in
reading the verse of Voltaire. ¢ Despréaux,” added d’Alem-
bert, ¢ to me appears to forge his with great skill—or, if you
will, to work them very well on the turning-lathe; while
Racine seems to throw them admirably into the mould and
you to create them.”

He did, in fact, create them, although far less as an in-
;spired person who finds, than as a skilfal worker who succeeds
‘at the first stroke, or at most at the second, in giving his work
‘the utmost polish of which it is susceptible. He liked better
to remake than to retouch, always happy to give himself this
proof of his fertility of invention, still more happy when he
could give proofs of it at the same time to others. He took
delight in making it seem still more striking, by going over

all those difficulties which were no difficulties to him ; to these
he recurs perhaps in fifty different passages in his works or
correspondence. ‘It is easier,” he says,* ¢ to write a hun-
dred verses in any other language than four verses in French.”
“Know yon not,” he says elsewhere,} “that it is easier to
write ten volumes of passable prose than ten good verses in
- that language, embarrassed with articles, unprovided with
inversions, poor in poetical terms, barren of bold idioms, en-
slaved to the eternal monotony of rhyme, and yet wanting in
thymes when the subject is noble ?”

Here there are as many eulogiums indirectly given to him-
self ag there are words—eulogiums which one can hardly
understand how he could give himself thus openly. He has
exaggerated, moreover, and that very much. Less able poets
bave triumphed like him, in some respects better than he,
over these several obstacles. Versification is a language
which one may leam, like any other language, by dint of

® Dedication to Brutus. t+ Discours aux Welches.
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habit and practice; if all do not succeed in speaking it with
equal elegance, all may learn to speak it with facility, and to
be sensible of a few of its complications and trammels. A
man, who was anything but a great poet, but who had eom-
posed a great many verses, said that he never recollected his
having corrected a hiatus, seeing that he had never found one
occur at the point of his pen. Thus it is, more or less, with
all those material difficulties which have, no doubt, something
alarming in them when seen at a distance. What more com-
plicated, at first sight, than Latin verse? And yet we suc-
ceed in making Latin verses very rapidly—mediocre most
frequently, yet as regular as those of Virgil.

The surmounting of the difficulties of verse is a small
matter, then, in poetry; all the more as the very restraint
is, in many respects, a preservative against the commission of
faults, and a source of true merits. Voltaire was no less mis-
taken in what he adds on the relative facility of prose and
verse. Bouffon exaggerated in the opposite direction, when
he thought to praise verse by considering it ¢ fine as prose ;"
but we will say that, if tolerable prose is more common than
verse of the highest order, really good prose is rarer perhaps
than good verse.

Passable or good, Voltaire wrote verse with a marvellous
ease, which sometimes, if we are to believe Wagniére, his
secretary, went even to improvisation. ‘ One day Zaire was
acted in his house, and he was Lusignan. At the moment
of recognition, he burst into such a flood of tears that he for-
got his part, and the prompter, who was weeping also, could
not give him the reply.” On this, he composed, on the spot,
half a dozen verses, quite new, and very fine. “I was un-
fortunately unable,” says Wagniére, * to write them out, any
more than I could those he composed when acting the part
of Zopire, in the scene with Mahomet, or those he added to
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the part of Trissotin in the Femmes Savantes. The same
thing occurred in many parts that I have seen him act. I
saw him, also, after the acting of a play at Tournay, speak
in verse for a considerable time to M. Marmontel, who, quite
astonished, said nothing, and knew not how to reply. In the
greatest heat of a conversation, or at a time when he seemed
most engrossed with a game at chess, he would send for me
to write down verses that he had been composing; and if
I did not come instantly, he would run and write them down
himself on the first scrap of paper that he could lay his hands
npon.”

One is surprised that with all this impetuous facility, Voltaire
has had so generally, in his verses, a defect which one would
rather associate with painful and tedious elaboration. Friends
and foes alike find faunlt with him for not having the instinét
of the period. His verses seem invariably made in pairs, or at
most in fours. He has none of those dovetailings, those sus-
pensions which have often been abused, but which, in a
certain measure, are more necessary in French than in any
other tongue. The Alexandrine lengthens itself out under
his pen with all its good qualities, but at the same time with
all its bad—correct and stiff, harmonious and monotonous.
One regrets Racine, one regrets even Boileau, who was not
always prevented by his incontestable dryness from attaining
a fuller harmony. The versifier seems to be doing penance
for the boldness and audacity of the thinker.

III.—Hence that heresy which we see him profess in the
matter of verse, in many of his writings, and more particularly
in his commentaries on Corneille. ¢ In order to be good,”
says he,*  verses should have the accuracy of prose. If you
would judge how far they are bad, put them into prose, and

* Polyeucte, Act L
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if that prose be incorrect, 8o also are the verses.” ¢ Let the
reader,” he says, further,® “apply this remark to all the
verses that dissatisfy him; let him turn these verses into
prose ; let him see if the meaning be clear, if it be true, if
there be nothing too much or too little ; and let him be sure
that every verse that has not the clearness and precision of
the most correct prose, is worthless.”

How much truth is there in this? Just this. If a verse
¢ dissatisfies you’ without your being able to tell why, this
process will help you to discover what is wrong. But to
think of subjecting all verse to this experiment, is to misun-
derstand all the rights, all the privileges of poetry, and to
risk your condemning thousands of good verses, in trying not
to miss condemning a few bad ones. Not to speak of those bold
images which figure so well in verse, and which would appear
ridiculous as soon as taken out of their setting, how many
expressions, how many peculiar turns to which prose could
never accommodate itself, and which we should, even while
admiring them, have to pronounce inadmissible ! How many
verses, unanimously pronounced beautiful and good, would
give us a prose, not only incorrect, but barbarous, not only
far from clear, but totally unintelligible! Look at these :—

“ A captive, always sad, a burden life to me,
Would you the love desire of fall'n Andromache ?*

Nothing more poetical or more clear. Well, then, put it into
prose. If, like Voltaire, you would have “ nothing too much
or too little,” if you make it prose without adding anything,
the words become unintelligible ; if you add the words that
are required, clearness returns, but then farewell to elegance.
Some paintings are good, whatever the light in which you
place them ; but some also, and the greater number, require
a particular light to be seen in. Would you lay it down as
* Nicomede, Act ih.
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a principle that before coming to a decision as to the worth
of a painting, you must see how it looks jn a bad light?
Our verse, moreover, is full of phrases which inversion ‘alone
can make us accept as French. Take that away—which you
must do in prose—and barbarisms remain. Often, too, the
inversion separates words, the collocation of which will pro-
duce, if not faults in language, at least faults in taste, equally
if not still more offensive. The more skilful the texture of -
the verse, the more do you spoil it by the slightest derange-
ment. Instead of—

“Those titles, king of kings, chief of all Greeks beside,
Still flatter'd of my heart the weakness.full of pride,”

say : “Sitill flattered the weakness full of pride of my heart.”
Not only is the poetical effect destroyed, but you have an
image at once pretentious, rash, and disagreeable.

Accordingly, Voltaire is led on to announce another prin-
ciple, more anti-poetical and more incorrect still.

“ Every metaphor,” .he says,* ‘that does not form a true
and sensible image is bad. This rule admits no exceptions.”
And elsewhere,+ “ It has been said already that every
metaphor, in order to its being good, ought to furnish a
picture to a painter.”

This rule, like that of which we have just spoken, has
something good in it. It may help us to see wherein a
metaphor is faulty, which we at once reject by a spontaneous
decision of our reason and our taste ; but when applied to all,
it would lead us to blame a multitude which we admit, of.
which we are fond, and which, by that fondness, are suffi-
ciently justified. It is one thing to be incapable of furnishing
a picture to a painter, and quite another to furnish him with
a monstrous or a ridiculous one. When a metaphor is in this
latter predicament, let us condemn it; when it has no worse

* Heraclius, Act i. t Nicoméde, Act iii.



282 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

fault than that of being incapable of being transferred to
canvas, it may e bad, but it may also be excellent. Racine
is fall of these last :—

“ Already doth it seem to me these walls, those vaulted roofs
Now fain would speak, and vent themselves in eloquent reproofs.” *

“ Oome, then, aud make those eyes of yours speak out in all our hearts.” t
“ What ruins here of your resistance tell ?*§

Here is what, it seems, we must reject; for none would
think of painting a wall in the act of speaking, or eyes speak-
ing in people’s hearts. Even in the case of the painting be-
ing possible, but ridiculous, still the metaphor might be good.
Has not Boilean, for example, spoken of an unvarnished
tongue? To paint a man with varnish on his tongue is at
once capable of being done and perfectly absurd, and yet, in
verse, there i8 nothing more in it than a very simple and a
very happy figure. Corneille has many of this kind, and
Voltaire makes them, in virtuse of his rule, the unceasing
objects of his mirth or his indignation.

IV.—But whence had he taken this rule, as well as the
other ? for we cannot admit that he held them with the
sole view of damaging Corneille, or to enhance his own com-
parative worth, seeing that his poetry, being more correct,
would suffer less from such a test. Whatever desire he may
have had to depreciate a poet whom he did not like, he was
not the man to attempt that in a manner which he knew to
‘be destructive of poetry.

It must, accordingly, have been in his view something
different from what we understand by poetry ; the idea which
he had formed of it, and the spirit in which he himself culti-
vated it, must have been more or less in accordance with the
rules which he laid down for it.

® Phédre. t Andromague. 3 Iphigénie.
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There was here, consequently, but a new trait of the inva-
sion of philosophical ideas in a quarter which ought to have
remained exempt from their influence. We don't mean to
say, however, that there are things in which there is no
scope for a philosophical survey. Philosophy, in itself, is the
mind, it is the heart, it is the taste, it is everything; and
in this sense Corneille, Boileau, Racine, were philosophers
a8 well as Voltaire. No one has the right to reclaim against
the judgment of philogophy ; but philosophy has a preliminary
duty to fulfil : it is that of seeing well to the laws according
to which, in each several case, it ought to form its judgment.
This, at that time, it was incapable of doing. We have
stated what the consequent results were in works of history ;
we now come to speak of what they were in poetry. People
would not allow it to have its own rationale, laws, and philo-
sophy. It was compelled to come down to that vast level
which was extended over the past, and even projected over
the fature. Voltaire, in the excitement of acting, could weep
when he heard fine verses rehearsed, even were they those of
Corneille, whom he so abused ; but ask of himself-—you can
do 50 in reading his correspondence—how he did this. You
see him calculating, discussing, laughing. You will find that
those exquisite pieces, which you can repeat by heart, and
which you would feel #0 happy to be able to admire—not as
fine verses only, but as the effusions of a soul profoundly
affected—were composed quite in the same way as his lighter
poems, quite in the same way as his pamphlets. At the re-
Presentation of his (Edipe, it is said, he appeared on the scene
holding up the tail of the robe of the high-priest. Is this a
mere story? Possibly; but this, in any case, would be no
bad emblem of what he was doing all his life. ¢ Yesterday
I was a philosopher, to-day I am Punchinello,” he said to
Madame Suard, as he showed her a farce he was writing. But
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the philosopher of the evening was always more or less the
Punchinello of the next day. Whatever he might be writing,
he was always laughing at it in his sleeve. He composed a
tragedy as he would have designed, had he been a painter,
the scenes, or as he would have arranged these between acts
had he been a play-wright. - Of serious emotion and genuine
inspiration he had none. How could he have had any in a
situation called up by fiction—he who, amid the realities of
life, regarded all things in the light of the coldest reason ?
See him, for example, assail the ancient custom of burying
the dead in the churches. He looks as if the thought had
never crossed his head that it might have had a sentiment of
piety for its origin. Evidently you would very much astonish
him, you would make him burst into a prodigious fit of
laughter, were you to say that there was something poetical
and touching in the practice. It is unwholesome, it is ab-
surd ; and beyond that he cannot go.* He promises himself,
it is true, interment for his own bones in his chapel of Ferney ;
but this is not in order that he may be nearer to God—all he
wants is to enrage the priests. * Ay, I am building a church;
tell that consolatory news to the children of Israel. Let all
the saints rejoice thereat. The wicked will say, no doubt,
that I build this church in my parish in order to have the
one thrown down that intercepted my view of a beautifal
landscape, and that I might have a spacious avenue; but I
let the impious say what they please, and provide for my own
salvation.”4+ Let a mourning mother ask his advice about
the epitaph for the son she has lost; listen to the tone in

* Tt was the Archbishop of Toulouse, M. de Bri who was the first to yield, on
this point, to the reclamations of Voltaire. He forbade, in 1775, burials in churches;
and the Parliament of Toulouse passed an order to the rame effect. People did not fail
to say, that that body sought to regain the character it had lost by the punishment of
Calas; and it is not impossible that this desire may have influenced its decision.

t Letter to Thiriot, August 1760,

-
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which he. proceeds to reply : “ As your late son, Madam, was
not in the service either of Casar or of Augustus, he does not
require a Latin epitaph. ... It is, besides, for the honour of the
French language to have it employed in writing epitaphs. . ..
I am sorry, Madam, to talk to you on a subject that renews
your griefs....But for an occupation which will occupy me
for a whole year, I would come and weep along with you. I
have had no word sent me about Madame de Pompadour's
eye. ... Adieu, Madam, preserve your eyesight. Neither you
nor I as yet wear spectacles.” *

And this is the man who had excelled in describing mater-
nal love. What a pendant this to Mérope !

Take him now, if you will, not in some small argumentative
work, or in a familiar letter, but in the most elevated kind of
writing, the ode. There, too, what pains does it cost him to
sustain himself in those lofty regions, to which he has been
borne up by an opening burst of enthusiasm ! Most frequently
he does not seem to have any solicitude about remaining there,
and on the slightest occasion for coming down, down he comes.
Instead of feeling, he judges; instead of a description, he
gives you a dissertation: well, too, is it, if some grave and
noble strophe does not point itself into an epigram or an in-
sult, like a loud hiss in the midst of a symphony.

V.—One question, in which he often had reason to appeal
to cold good sense, was that about love in the drama.

To what are we to trace, in the seventeenth century, while
the imitation of Greece was carrying all before it in the drama,
this perpetual employment of a passion never brought into
play by the Greeks ?

There was here, first of all, the influence of literature and
the spirit of the time. Of all the passions, love alone people

* Letter to the Countess of Lutzelbourg.
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were capable of studying, or had any wish to study. Hence
those interminable romances which furnished matter for all
the conversations of the day; hence, also, in the drama, the
obligation to adopt the tone and colouring of those romances.

On the other hand, it was the imitation itself of the Greeks
which led, on this point, to a different course being followed
from theirs. Having adopted the excessive simplicity of
action which lay at the basis of the system, it was necessary
that something should be found, by means of which the void
thus created might be filled up. For, take from a Greek
play what is not of a nature to figure on a modern scene, and
see then to what you thus reduce it. “People are much
mistaken,” said Voltaire, with much reason, in one of his
prefaces, ¢if they imagine that all those subjects, treated with
such success in former times by Sophocles and by Euripides
—the Edipus, the Philoctetes, the Electra, the Iphigenia in
Tauris—are happily chosen subjects, and easily managed. ...
They are subjects of one or two scenes at the most.”” Say,
if you will, of one or two acts, but certainly that is all.

The same must necessarily be the case, with few excep-
tions, whenever a subject is treated in the Greek manner.
You will have a few scenes; you will never have the five acts
which use has demanded ever since the days of Horace,* and
before his time. Why five? is it asked. Is it not a conven-
tional affair, a matter of caprice ? No doubt ; but what seems
caprice is often a form of reason. It was thought desirable
that a work like the drama should never be without a certain
amplitude. The Greeks lengthened it out by means of
choruses, of conversations—often repeated, but which gave
life to the pomp of the scenes—and by a slow and chanted
declamation. Starting from the same principles, but without

* Neve minor new sit quinto productior actu
Fubula.... -
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thess several resources, our classics had no means of lengthen-
ing out their pieces but by love intrigues. Voltaire was
very proud of his achievement the first time that he dispensed
with these; but at the same time, his Deatk of Cesar, not-
withstanding the fertility of the subject, has only three acts,
and, in some sort, only one situation. Longepierre, who
piqued himself on knowing how to dispense with love, got rid
of it only at the cost of making his plays desperately tedious.
When the English drama subjected itself to the laws of the
French, it was subjected to the same necessity. Dryden’s
Cortez is a gallant knight, who falls in Jove with one of the
Inca’s danghters. Addison’s Cato is not himself a lover, but
the play is full of the loves of his daughter and an African
king. “The custom of introducing love at random in dra-
matic works, passed from Paris to London,” says Voltaire,*
“about the year 1660, along with our ribbons and our wigs.”
Yes, along with, but not in reality as a fashion., The ribbons
and the wigs might have been dispensed with; but on the
French system being once adopted in the drama, one could
not dispense with that which alone could render the applica-
tion of that system possible.
i On this, therefore, as on many other questions, Voltaire was
only right half-way. He should not have confined himself
to merely showing how ridiculous- it was to employ love
intrigues in & eertain number of subjects; he ought to have
traced the evil to its source, and that souroe lay in the very
constitution of the drama; he ought to have called for the
enlargement of the canvas, in order that pictures of ampler
size might make miniatures useless. “In order to make it
worthy of the tragic drama,” he says, in the dedication of
Brutus, “it ought to be made the necessary business of the
Play, not lugged in merely to fill up a vacuity.” An excellent
: * Lettres Philosophiques.
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rule; but what purpose can it serve as long as the necessity’
for violating it continues?

VI.—It is true that this necessity having been once ascer-
tained, people gave themselves up to it with a strange com-
placenoy.

In the Machabées of de La Motte, the youngest of the bro-
thers falls in love with the favourite of Antiochus.

In the Annibal of Marivaux, would you know for what pur-
pose the Carthaginian hero has come to the court of Prusias? |
It is to sue for the hand of that prince’s daughter, and, asa |
matter of course, his rival is Flamininus, the ambassador of
the Romans. |

In the Jugurtha of Lagrange, it is & rivalship in love that
arms the king against his brothers. '

In the Spartacus of Saurin, the revolted slave falls in love |
with the daughter of Crassus, and even has his passion re-
turned. The author takes care, it is true, to make him the
son of a petty king of Asia.

In the Philoctéte of Chiteaubrun, the Greek hero is not
alone at Lemnos. He has his danghter with him, and she is
there, of course, only to be fallen in love with by Pyrrhus. ’

The form was often still more strange than the substance,
and unfortunately Corneille had set the example. Amid the
manliest inspirations he is ever throwing into his lovers'
speeches whatever, in the conventional language of that pas-
sion, i8 most tame, most vapid, nay, did we not speak of Cor-
neille, we should say, most silly. It has been said that he
only yielded, in spite of himself, to the exigencies of the public
opinion of his day. Are we quite sure of this? He seems
rather to take pleasure in such jargon. None of his tragedies,
not even his Polyeucte, is exempt from passages in which one
would say that he wished rather to parody other plays than
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| to comply with the received tone. In Pompée, Ceesar wants
only to lay down his laurels at Cleopatra’s feet. Master of
Rome and the world, he says :

“ This glorious title which I truly have,
Nobler I make by being your poor slave.”. ..

In (Edipe, amid a population which the plague was deci-
mating :
‘ Whatever multitudes the plague may slay,
More dismal still—true lovers are away,”.. .

says Theseus. And Corneille has perhaps two hundred pas-
sages of the same kind.

Racine has few, almost none, at least in his principal plays.
He was subject to the same necessity, but an elegant reserve,
a purer taste, led him to dissemble his embarrassment. In
him we no longer find the gross gallantry of romance; no
more has he those distilled fine speeches which the Hotel de
Rambouillet had the art of throwing into the subject. Love,
in Racine, is always either a furious passion or a delicate sen-
timent. It is Phedra, it is Hermione, or it is Iphigenia, when
forbidden to see Achilles again :

“ Ye gentler gods ! my life ye only asked!”...

|  When he makes a Mithridates or a Nero breathe lovers’
sighs, if he departs from historical probability, he remains
truthful in his details. It is in vain for us to say that it is
not thus that people speak ; we add in a whisper, that it is
thus we should like to speak.

Crebillon, the Terrible, fell plump into the mawkishness of
Corneille. To the examples we might adduce of loves out of
place and ridiculous, we should have to add his Cataline in
love with Cicero’s daughter, and his Idomeneus, the rival of
the son whom he has engaged to immolate. He has intro-
duced love, and such love, even into his Electre, where filial
and fraternal love so manifestly forbade the introduction of

T
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any other. Agamemnon’s daughter loves Itys, the son of
Egistheus, and Orestes loves Iphianassa, the sister of Ity
The author, in his preface, makes an attempt to justify this.
¢ Could a princess, it will be said, 8o cruelly situate as Electra
was, be imagined to be in love? Yes, in love. What hearts
are inaccessible to love? What situations can put one beyond
the reach of a passion so involuntary ? The more miserable
we are, the more susceptible do our hearts become.” Heis
right ; but it is not thus that the case ought to be put. The
question is not whether Electra could fall in love, which in
point of fact is possible enough, but whether dramatic truth,
rightly understood, permitted her being represented thus.

Master of the drama after Racine, Crebillon left nothing
more to be done in giving the force of law to a custom which
might have been supposed to be shaken by the manner in
which Racine submitted to it. Voltaire wrote his (FEdipe at
first without introducing love, but the actors refused it.
% That young man,” said Dufresne, ¢ would deserve as a pun-
ishment for his pride, that his play should be acted with that
grand villanous scene translated from Sophocles.”” He did
not throw out the grand villanous scene,* and it went off not
so badly; but he had to contrive a love intrigue in order to
get himself forgiven. The Mort de César, written in 1735,
was not played until 1743, when the success of Mérope had
given confidence to the actors, yet, in spite of Mérope, it
proved a failure. It required all Lekain’s credit to get people
prevailed upon to try it again, twenty years afterwards, and
again it met with no success.

# The first u the fourth Act.
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CHAPTER XVIIL

L—Actun in the eighteenth century—Encouraged and excommunicated—Adrienne
ur—Mademoiselle Clairon—The theatre among the Jesuits—Bishops at the

thu.u'e.

IL—Emb t of the Gov -Marriages—Molé—Piety among the actors
—Funeral services of Crebillon and Rameau—Projects for raising the condition
of the players—Prove failures—Honour among them—Fréron at Fort-I'Evéque—
Actresses.

~Infl of the theatrical rial on d ic theories—A score of planks and
& score of candles—Spectators on the stage—Make way for the ghost '—Laughable
magnificences—Augustus and his wig—Camille’s gown with a'traln—A savage with
his hair powdered white—The togas and tunics of Crebillon’s senators.

IV.—Deck i Relics of the ancient turgidity—Verses chanted and noted—La
Champmeslé— La Olal Revoluti Naturalness allied with the truth of costume
—Electre at Versailles and at Ferney.——V.—All progress in a department of art
is progress in the whole—Genius alone perceives the bearing of it beforehand—Vol-
taire made no use of the progressive improvements effected on the stage—The public
gave him no encouragement to do so.

Oxe word, since we have been led into the subject, on the
influence which the actors exercised on the drama, and, in-
directly, on the ideas of the time.

It was a most singular existence that of the actors and
actresses in France. The Charch, which eondemned them,
durst not ask the State to cease giving them enceuragement ;
the State, which encouraged them, durst not ask the Church
%o cease condemning them.* Pariahs as a class, they were

* A person of the name of Huerne de Ia Motte had his name expunged from the Yoil
of advocates, for having written a i inst the foation of the play
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received even in the palace of the sovereign; yet covered
with laurels, glistering all over with gold, they remained
pariahs. He to whose remains the Archbishop of Paris
refused the rights of burial, was the man whom Louis XIV.
8o long admired and almost loved ; it was Moliére. That
woman whose mortal remains were in like manner refused
admission into the common burying-ground, was one whom
all France admired as one who lent new beauties even to
Racine ; it was Adrienne Lecouvreur. “ When the Italians
and the English,” wrote Voltaire on this occasion,* ¢ learn
that we excommunicate persons who are in the pay of the
king, that we condemn as impious a drama which is acted in
convents, that we pronounce games to be dishonourable in
which great princes have been actors, that we declare those
plays to be works of the devil, which have passed under the
censorship of the severest magistrates, and which have been
acted before a virtuous queen,—what would you have them
think of our nation, and how can they conceive either that
our laws can give their sanction to an art declared to be so
infamous, or that anybody should dare to put a mark of in-
famy on an art which has been sanctioned by our laws, recom-
pensed by our sovereigns, and cultivated by our greatest
men?” In 1765, Mademoiselle Clairon having been sent to
prison for refusing to play : ¢ It is too absurd a contradiction,”
he wrote again, “to be sent to Fort-I'Evéque if you do not
play, and to be excommunicated if you do.” By another
oddity, as Italian players were not excommunicated in their
own country, those of the Comédie-Italienne theatre in Paris
were no more 80, even when they happened to be Frenchmen.
In fine—and this was worse than odd, it was monstrous—a
wife could throw off the authority of her husband, and a
daughter that of her father, by having themselves put on the
* Lettres Philosophiques.
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lists of the opera girls. This was one of the first abuses

reformed by Louis XVI.

Although the plays that were acted in nunneries and in
the Jesuit Colleges were in general very innocent, Voltaire's
remark on this subject was not the less just. There was
absurdity in condemning a thing, with a taste for which it
was not thought improper to inspire the young, and in put-
ting & mark of infamy on those who did the same things
professionally, which others were taught to do for their
amusement.

Besides, it was not in the religious boarding-establishments
alone that theatrical representations were tolerated. Priests,
nay, bishops attended without scruple the numerous small
theatres of .the noblesse and high finance officers; their dig-
nity sometimes received on those occasions more than one
untoward rub. ,

In 1769, M. de Jarente, Bishop of Orleans, happened to be
with the Countess d’Ablimont. He was accosted by two
young abbés. Minister of the portfolio, accustomed to bow
to the door ten times more solicitors than he had livings to
give away, he at first repelled them, but they said they were
relations of the Duke de Choiseul, and the Duke, who was
also there, addressed them as his cousins. Upon this, M. de
Jarente promised not to forget them. A few moments after-
wards the curtain rose, and the bishop was confounded at
recognising his two abbés—in two actresses. All Paris came
to know of it. It was turned into a farce, intituled, The
ballet of the Abbés, and was played at all the private theatres.
And M. de Jarente, at Orleans, refused, as others did, mar-
riage and burial to players.

II.—Often had the Government endeavoured to put an end
to these contradictions. A declaratory law of Louis XIIIL.,
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16th April 1641, bore : “ It is our desire that the exercise of
the play-actors, which may innocently divert our people, that
i8 to say, turn them away from various bad occupations, can-
not be imputed to them as blame, or be prejudicial to their
reputation in the public commerce.” In 1688, the actor
Floridor, born a noble, was by virtue of an arrét of the
Royal Council, allowed to retain his status as a member
of the noblesse.

The Church, after so many anathemas, could not retrace
her steps ; but the clergy sometimes lent themselves to cer-
tain evasions. Thus, when an actor at the Comédie -Frangaise
wished to marry, he made a declaration to the effect, that he
renounced the stage ; then, after the marriage was over, he
received from the first gentleman of the chamber, superin-
tendent of the Royal playhouses, an order to return to the
stage. But in 1768, Molé having offered to make the usual
declaration, the archbishop took up the matter seriously, and
asked for a written engagement from the first gentleman not
to recall the player. Thereupon there followed long debates,
and at last the archbishop discovered that the marriage had
taken place. It was found that he had been got to sign,
among other papers, a warrant for marrying the great come-
dian. He suspended the priest who had blessed the marriage,
and whose only fault had been his having given credit to the
prelate’s surreptitious signature.

The actors, on their side, eagerly seized occasions of throw-
ing the clergy into embarrassment, either in soliciting favours
which at bottom they cared very little about, or in making
from time to time pious manifestations oddly contrasting with
their position as excommunicated persons.

At the death of Crebillon, for example, they had a solemn
service made for him in a church which had remained exempt
from the archbishop’s jurisdiction, that of St. John-de-Latran,
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: belonging to the Order of Malta. Hangings, dais, catafalque
—all were there. Invitations were sent round by hundreds ;
the literary and the fashionable worlds were both present.
The Academy sent a deputation. Not a playhouse in Paris,
from the largest to the smallest, but sent its complement of
players. ¢ The procession to the offering,” says Bachanmont’s
" journal, “was conducted with the utmost regularity. The
actresses appeared without rouge. Mademoiselle Clairon, in
a long mantle, was chief mourner. Harlequin figured there
also.” On this, great was the wrath at the archbishop’s
palace, all the more as the Guazette de France, which was
almost the official newspaper, ‘“spoke highly,” continues
Bachaumont, “ of the zeal and piety of the king’s players.”
M. de Beaumont complained to the Order of Malta, and the
Order, to gratify him, censured the priest. It was the players’
turn, then, to get angry, and matters went so far that
Mademoiselle Clairon had nearly prevailed on the principal
ones, one and all, to retire. Two years afterwards,* at the
death of Rameau, the opera had a magnificent service per-
formed for him at the church of the Fathers of the Oratoire ;
only the invitations were given in the name of his widow,
and the clergy winked at it.

In 1766, much ado was made about the question of having
the condition of the players raised, at least civilly. * Great
projects are on foot,” wrote Grimm, *for the benefit of the
Comédie Frangaise. People say that it is to be constituted
the Royal Dramatic Academy, by letters-patent, registered
in Parliament. It is not expected that by this formality the
excommunication will be taken off, but the stafus of a mem-
ber of that Academy will at least have its civil rights; and
a8, in virtue of their institution, the players form part of the
king’s household, it is said that the actors are to have the

* 1764
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title of Valets of the king’s household, and the actresses that
of the Queen’s.household women.* ¢ The players maintained
they had these titles already, in virtue of letters-patent issued
by Louis XIII. The minister of the king’s household, M. de
Saint Florentin, laid this case before the council; but the
king, who was for the statu guo in all things, cut the matter
short by saying that he was no more to be spoken to about it.

So nothing was altered in the position of the players, and
the year 1789 found them as before. They then obtained
civil rights, but the clergy have more than once renewed
their pretension to refuse them sepulture.

They showed great susceptibility, however, on the point
of their honour, or what they called by that name. The
Government was sometimes obliged to serve them against its
own friends. In 1765, La Clairon made a complaint to the
gentlemen of the chamber, threatening to retire from the
stage, if they did not punish Fréron, who, she said, had in-
sulted her in his journal. On this there came an order from
the king, commanding Fréron to be imprisoned in Fort
I'Evéque. But Fréron was ill; his friends begged that he
might be forgiven. The reply was, that it was the actress
that must ask that favour; and the actress was inexorable.
The queen herself intervened ; the actress reiterated her
threat. ¢ Mademoiselle,” said the Duke de Choiseul to her,
“ we are, that is, you and I, on the stage, except that you
choose your parts, and that you know how to get applauded,
whereas I cannot choose mine, and am sure to be hissed.
I remain, however, and, if you will believe me, you will
remain too.” But Fréron was by this time in prison, and
there he was kept for a week. She too, shortly after this, for
a matter which it would be tedious to relate, had to spend
some days within the same prison-bars; but ¢ her lodging,”

* Lit.—Queen's chambermalds,—Tvans.
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says Bachaumont,  is magnificently furnished. The affluence
of carriages is prodigious. The suppers she gives are numerous
and divine ; in a word, she lives there in the highest state.”
She had said on entering, that her person was entirely in the
power of the king, but he could not touch her honour; to
which, it was said, a police officer had replied: * Where
there is nothing, the king loses his rights.” Everybody was
at heart of the same opinion with the policeman; but not
the less did she remain the queen and the goddess of the day.
Ten years afterwards, in honour of Mademoiselle Raucoux, so
famous for her dissipated life and the number of lovers she
bad ruined, ladies of the strictest virtue wore bonnets @ la
Raucoux, representing a basket of open work.

IIT.—Baut to return.

Inspiration, in a dramatic author, cannot be independent
of the manner in which he knows that his work will be acted.
Even without thinking of it, he will proportion his concep-
tions to the materials at his command.

Voltaire, therefore, rightly attributed to the niggardliness
of the theatrical materials no small influence on the dramatic
theories of the preceding century. “ What further prevented,’”
says he,* ¢the acting from being truly tragic, was the con-
struction of the playhouse and the paltry inadequacy of the
scenery. QOur playhouses, when compared with the Greek
and Roman theatres, were what our markets, our Place de
Gréve, our small village wells, are to the aqueducts and
fountains of Agrippa, the Forum Trajani, the Coliseum, and
the capitol. . . . Mountebanks hired a tennis-court that they
might have Cinna acted on a temporary scaffolding. . .. What
could be done on a score of planks crowded with spectators ?”’

Figure now those twenty planks lighted up by twenty

® On the various changes (hat the tragic art has undergone.

-
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candles,* covered, right and left, with a double, a triple row
of seats, where the dandies of the day take their places, talk-
ing, laughing, giving themselves airs, and making all sorts of
remarks. They have barely left a small open space in the
middle. . . . And it is this small space which is to be, whether
you will or no, a palace or a temple, or the plains of some re-
mote empire ; it is in the midst of this moving circle that the
imagination of the spectators must represent to itself Poly-
euctes alone in his prison, or lovers enjoying a téte-a-téte, or
conspirators hatching a plot in the most profound secrecy.
Then, however accustomed the players may have been, one
may see how much the best acting must suffer from the in-
tolerable annoyance of being so closely observed and having
all probability so grossly outraged. When the playhouse was
crowded, the players had not even room to pass; the circle
had to open at every entrance and exit. Mithridates, brought
in dying, had been heard to whisper, * With your leave,
gentlemen!” And the ghost of Ninus always caused a titter
ever after a soldier, who was on duty behind the scenes, had
called out in his simplicity, *“ Make way for the ghost 1”’4 This
state of matters lasted down to 1759. The stage had got
more than twenty planks, and the candle had been replaced
by an improved lamp; but nowhere did old usages more
tenaciously keep their ground. Regnard had before then, in
his Distrait,} described those petiis-maitres who made an ex-
hibition of themselves on the stage, laughing, flirting, and
sometimes engrossing the whole attention of the spectators;
but in order to get rid of them a far higher influence was
required than that of Regnard or even of Moliére himself;

* The word candles (chandelles) survived this miserable lighting of the th and ever
preity far on in the eighteenth century. At court it kept its ground down to the Revo-
lution. When the king wanted light, it was & point of etiquette for him to say, not da
Dougies (wax-lights), but des chandelles (candles).

t Semiramis, Act lii t 1697.
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Voltaire only could do it, and Voltaire too, backed by all the
other revolutions that were then in progress.

Thus it was in tennis-courts and in barns, that the French
tragedy had first displayed its pomps. The paltry appearance
of the place was compensated by the laughable magnificence
of the dresses. It was not enough to have all the heroes of
Roman or Greek antiquity dressed out like French marquisses;
to this disguise, which was absurd enough of itself, there were
superadded all the ultra-refinements of bad taste. A king,
whether a Nicomedes or an Attila, appeared invariably in
white gloves with gold fringes, all the seams of his clothes
laced over, glass diamonds on his sword; a warrior had the
tonnelet, a kind of hoop fixed on under the waist and covered
with a short petticoat. Attitudes and gestures corresponded
to these masquerade habiliments. “In Cinna,” says Vol-
taire,® ¢ Augustus was seen entering with the strut of a bully,
covered with a square wig reaching to his waist. This wig
was stuck over with laurel leaves and topped with a big hat,
over which again nodded a double range of red feathers, He
took his seat on an enormous arm-chair reached by two steps,
while Maximus and Cinna seated themselves on two small
stools.”’

Women had no less invariably the high powdered head-
dress, the wide hoop, and gown with a long train, all then
the fashion. On one occasion, during the acting of Horace,
Duclos, who appeared as Camille, made a spring, after the im-
precations, to get out; but her foot having caught her train,
. down she fell. Horace, who was running after her to kill
i her, raised her up, and supported her till they got behind the

scenes, and then, resuming his part, he recommenced his pur-
1 suit, calling out,

“To hell, you wretch, there join your Curiace 1"

i ’ * Remarks on Cinna, Act il
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Andrieux, with whom many of our cotemporaries wcre ac-
quainted, had seen no inconsiderable relics of those absurd
old scenes. “I have seen, in my younger days,” he says*
“ Jocasta and Agrippina in wide hoops, sloped bodies, their hair
drawn back to the nape of the neck, with square buckles
behind the ears, the whole plastered over with pomatum and
white powder. I have seen, in the tragedy of Zuma, a young '
savage petticoated with the fonnelet at his waist, a club in his
hand, and his powdered hair falling loose over his shoulders.
I have seen Ulysses and Theramenes, when they came to
recite the close of Iphigénie and Phédre, shake off the white
powder from their hair.” .

If any attempt was made to bring the costume a little
nearer to nature, even then it was set off with ornamentsin !
the style of the old taste. This was the case, for example, at
the representation of Crebillon’s Catilina. To insure the
success of the play, Madame de Pompadour took it into her
head that she would present the players with new and mag-
nificent dresses. ‘ The cost has not been trifling,” writes |
Collet in his Journal. * The senate alone comprised eigh-
teen persons. The togas were of cloth of silver and the
tunics of cloth of gold; the whole enriched with imitation
diamonds.” Togas of cloth of silver and tunics of cloth of
gold! But then they were togas, and that of itself was a
great step.

IV.—Meanwhile the declamation of the play remained very
much what it had been made by Augustus’s plumes and wig.
Voltaire, who had pleaded for truthfulness of costume, did not,
for some time after, perceive the importance of preserving a
natural tone of voice. He himself recited with the turgidity
of Corneille’s actors. He delighted in prolonging the tones

¢ Preface to Mademoiselle Clairon's Memoies.
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of his deep voice, and it always sounded—we have heard this
from one who had been present—as if he were trying to
frighten children.

Moliére* had laughed at the bombastic players of the H6tel
de Burgogne. Baron, who had been formed by Moliére, used
to say that players should recite not declaim ; but as at the
same time he piqued himself on having an extraordinary dig-
nity of manner and words, which he preserved in ordinary
life and in doing the most ordinary things, even he declaimed
far more than he recited.

Bombast, however, bad diminished, but the singing was
ever more and more sensible, so that the intonations could be
noted like music. Racine, who had the credit of having given
excellent lessons in speaking naturally to Champmeslé, noted
the verses for her. One of the musicians of the Comédie
Frangaise amused himself with noting, during the acting, the
long passages (tirades) of Mademoiselle Clairon, and he
showed, to the praise of that celebrated actress, that he had
noted four several times the same passage in Alzire, at four
different representations, without there being the difference of
a single note. This was a proof, in fact, of the profound
study which it must have cost her before attaining such cor-
rectness ; but that very merit was the proof of a great defect.

Marmontel largely contributed, if we are to believe him, to
bring about that happy revolution which still remained un-
accomplished. If we are to believe him, we say; for Made-
moiselle Clairon’s Memoirs do not agree on this point with
his own. While thanking him for the praises he had
lavished on her in the Encyclopédie,+ she does not say that
he had helped her to deserve them.

He had come to see, then, he says, that the reform of tone
and gesture should be preceded by that of costume, and this

* In the Impromptu de Versailles. t Art. Declamation.
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he never ceased pressing on Mademoiselle Clairon. Possess-
ing much taste herself, and already convinced at heart, she
resisted for a long time. Traditions are more imperious than
laws. She had not the courage to throw off the yoke of
settled custom; and, besides, she was not sure that her
talents, formed under the old method, might not lose by the
change. * But I saw her all at once,” he adds,* * return to
my opinion. She was to appear as Roxana at the Versailles
theatre. I went to see her at her toilette, and for the first time
I found her dressed as a Sultana, without hoop, her arms half
uncovered, and in the true oriental costume. I complimented
her on her appearance. *You will be sure,’ she said, ¢ to be
pleased with me ; I have made a trial of that simple declama-
tion which you have so pressed me to.adopt. It had the
greatest success. I am going to try it again here. If it suc-
ceed, farewell to the old declamation.’” The result exceeded
both her expectation and mine. It was no longer the actress,
it was Roxana herself that people thought they saw and
heard. People asked themselves, Where are we? The like
had never been heard of. I saw her again when the play
was over ; I wished to speak about her success. ‘Eh! don't
you see,” said she, ¢ that I shall be ruined? The truth of the
declamation is essentially connected with that of the dress,
My present wardrobe is from this moment useless. I lose to
the amount of ten thousand crowns’ worth of garments. You
will see me in ten days act Electre in the natural style, as
you have seen me act Roxana.’ It was Crebillon’s Electre.
Instead of the ridiculous hoop and the large mourning gown
in which she used to be seen in that part, she appeared in
the simple dress of a slave. She was admirable in it. Some
time afterwards she appeared still more sublime in the Electre
of Voltaire. That part which Voltaire had made her declsim

* Memoirs, Book v.
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to him with a continuous and monotonous declamation, ac-
quired, when spoken more naturally, a beauty unknown before
even to him, for on hearing it thus played one day on his
stage at Ferney, he exclaimed, while bathed in tears, ¢ It is
not I who have done it; it is she!’”

V.—What are we to conclude from this? for it is not as
a mere anecdote that we have wished to introduce it.

It is one proof among many others, that in literature and in
art, all is of a piece. Truth cannot insinuate itself into a
corner of their empire without having a tendency to invade
the whole ; what is false cannot prevail at one point without
prevailing likewise at others.

There i8 no reform, accordingly, no advance, however
minute it may seem, which may not influence the develop-
ments of a whole age ; but it is genius only that can perceive
the bearing of these beforehand, and rightly appreciate the
results that may be hoped or feared from them. In guessing
the connexion betwixt declamation and costume, Marmontel
made one step in advance ; but that this consideration should
lead to the modification of tragedy itself, is what neither he,
nor Voltaire, nor indeed any one, was as yet in a condition to
perceive.

This revolution, consequently, did not go beyond outward
forms. The players spoke more simply; the authors pre-
served the old language and the old rules. The stage was
disencumbered of the spectators that thronged it; but we
have seen already how very little Voltaire, who had so often
assailed those ¢ powdered wigs” so ridiculously seated round
Romans and Greeks, availed himself of the space thus cleared
for him. The characters in the play could converse more at
large ; but the play itself, in spite of what even he had said
of it, remained “ a conversation in verse.” He had not the
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courage to bring it back to that verisimilitude which was far
more important than that of declamation and costume—the
verisimilitude of nature and history.

The public, besides, gave him no encouragement to do so.
It showed a disposition to rebel against the most innocent
innovations. “ My Adelaide,”* he says, “ was hissed from
the first act. The hisses were redoubled at the second, when
the Duke de Nemours was seen brought in wounded, and
with his arm in a sling. It was much worse when, at the
fifth act, the signal ordered by the Duke de Venddme was
heard.” That signal was the firing off of a cannon in the
distance, announcing the death of the Duke de Nemours.
Nothing in all this, surely, is unfitted for theatrical effect.
But it was new; people therefore hissed. Very true, the
public was always asking something new, were there no more
to be had in the world ; but it was necessary that it should be
had without going beyond the old circle of ideas.

* Adelaide du Guesclin, 1734.—Repeated in 1765.
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CHAPTER XIX.

L—Dramatic anthors in the eigh h century—Their successes and their failures
_“r. md-‘ r‘-‘ of'.henhlh- A e Wy “mh.

IL—Voltaire p hical ugh in his fail His being exposed to the beasts—
His respect for dm decisions of the public—Touching and re-touching—Tancréde—
The Orphelin de la Chine—Olympie.

III.—Haughty negligence of many authors of the present day—The encouragements
they recei Money in lit It played a very inferior part in the eighteenth
century—The small profits to be expected—The f ol't.he “,lndstﬂl
more of the buying public—Dearness of books—The En édic—The p
got all the profit—Let our authors give us at least their work for our monoy —IV.
—E lm:ght for—E: i of former times—Malherbe—Boileau—
Raci tandem, Catilina /—One instance of success lasted for ever.——V.
—Did Volh.ire redly work as much as he is believed to have done *—Calculation—
His shallowness, a symbol of that of his age.

Tae position of dramatic authors was, in some: respects,
as gingular as was that of the players. At once lofty and
low, powerful and feeble, lording it over opinion and subject
to all its caprices, it was either an object of envy or it was
an object of pity.

These remarks, it will be said, apply to all times. An
author hissed is always pitied ; an anthor applauded is always
envied.

True ; but neither the successes nor the failures of our
times, can give one an idea of what was then involved in a
man’s success or failure.

First of all, as we have already seen, the absence of more
serious interests gave to theatrical affairs an exaggerated and
immense importance. Look at all the memoirs of the time.

U
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During such or such a month, such or such a year, one would
hardly suspect that France had anything else to do bat to
see plays acted or to act plays. There were reckoned at
Paris in 1760, nearly a hundred private theatres, and there
was no social circle in which, without having a theatre, plays
were not acted. Even the common people engaged in it;
witness that shoemaker, who, in a.ctmg we know not what I
character, having had on one occasion to take a dagger -
from an altar, found himself unconsciously armed with his

own paring-knife, which some wag had substituted for the !

dagger. .

In this universal fever, if the successes made a great noise,
the failures were terrible. A man that was hissed, wasaman
annihilated. To think that there was still something toler- .
able in a play that had failed, was an act of courage of which
the most devoted friend was not always capable, and there
was hardly any medium between success and failure. !

Now, it was impossible to know, not a day, not even an |
hour before, what was to be the fate of the play. Precautions, .
protections, nothing was sure, and what seemed the best
founded hopes were often followed by the worst failures. In
1752, the friends of Marmontel made so sure of the success
of his Héraclides, that the financier, La Popeliniére, had
prepared for him an ovation in his chitean. Thither he went,
in fact, with death in his soul, for the play had fallen flat to
the ground. La Popeliniére, in total ignorance of this, had
not countermanded his feast, and the hissed author was re-
ceived by a troop of shepherdesses, who presented him with a
laurel crown.

A play might reach the fifth act without the public having
pronounced, without showing symptoms of being prepared to
pronounce, and often, in fact, without its having any leaning
either for or against the play. But as custom required that,
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pefore separating, the spectators should settle its fate, no more
was wanted, at that last moment, than any circumstance, how-
ever slight—a verse, a word, a nothing—to make the multi-
tude determine one or other way, so as to overwheln the author
either with condemnation or applause. It was universal suf-
frage preluding, on the playhouse benches, to those more serious
caprices of which it is now giving us the spectacle. The
mob became intoxicated with this sovereignty of an evening.
It seemed to fear lest its right might not be sufficiently vin-
dicated, if it was not exercised with the suddenness of tyranny.
Hence those frightful throes which Piron has so admirably
portrayed,* and which Marmontel has described with still
more graphic effect.} ¢ In those days,” says he, * the author
of a new play had set apart for himself and his friends a
small barred box, in the third tier, over the proscenium, the
seat in which, I may truly say, was like a bundle of thorns.
I repaired to it half an hour before the rise of the curtain,
and, till then, preserved sufficient fortitude amid my fears.
But at the noise made by the curtain as it rose, my blood
froze in my veins. In vain they tried to revive me with
ligueurs ; 1 swooned quite away. It was only at the end of
the first monologue, at the noise of the plaudits, that I re-
gained my consciousness. From that moment all went on
well, and from better to better, until there came the passage
in the fourth act with which I had been go threatened.}
But as that moment approached, I was seized with such a fit
of trembling, that, without exaggeration, my teeth chattered
in my mouth. Were the great revolutions that take place
in the soul and in the senses, mortal, I should have died from
‘that which took place within me when—at the happy violence
done to the spectators by the sublime Clairon in pronoun-

' * Metromange, Act v. Scene 1. t Memoirs, Book iii.
1 The play to which ho refers is Dionysius the Tyrant, his firat piece ; 1748.



TT

308 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES,

cing the verse : ¢ Go, then, fear nothing,’ &c.,—the whole
playhouse shook with redoubled applause. Never from a
more sensible fear did one pass to so sudden and sensible
a joy; and, during all that remained of the play, this latter
feeling agitated my heart and soul with such violence, that
I could breathe only in sobs.” But, likewise, the most
brilliant prospect that his fancy could anticipate in case of
success, was exceeded by the reality. “In a single day, I
had almost said, in a moment, I found myself at once rich
and celebrated.”

Hence, too, sometimes, after an unfavourable verdict, the
despair of an author was more comical or more tragical, as
the case might be, than anything in the play that had oc-
casioned it. Sometimes, in printing it, half arrogant, half
humble, the author tried to prove, in the preface, how the
public ought not to have hissed ; sometimes he would reclaim,
in full theatre, like that M. Morand, who in justification of the
part of a mother-in-law, which the public had thought ludi-
crously overdone, darted upon the stage, declaring that he
had painted after nature, that that mother-in-law was his
own mother-in-law, and that if faulty in any way, it was
rather in having softened down the traits than in having
exaggerated them. The spectators laughed : he was furious.
They only laughed the more; on which he tossed his hat
into the pit, calling out that he would fight the first that took
it up.

II.—Voltaire rarely had occasion to experience those men-
tal throes endured by Marmontel and so many others. He
could make more sure of the public, which he held by s0
many threads; and if, on one occasion, he apostrophized it in
full theatre, it was to exclaim,—after the applause had begun,
however, *“ Well done, Athenians! it is from Sophocles!”
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Then, if he never had to experience failures properly so
called, he took philosophically enough his share in those half
failures which any other man, equally accustomed to success,
would have considered as thorough failures. Never—and it
is incontestably one of the fair sides of his character—never
do you find him put out of temper by a check which affected
nothing but his vanity. People who, in philosophy, refused

“to relish his opinions, he treated as men of weak minds; those

who contested his views, he overwhelmed with his sarcasms ;
but to those who confined themselves to attaching no great
value to this or that production of his pen, viewed merely as
a literary work, he never bore much ill-will. Perhaps we
shall find him say, when preparing some new piece, that he is
about “ to be exposed to the wild beasts;” but he respects
these very beasts, if not as infallible judges, at least as judges
who kept quite within their rights, when they yawned at his
long speeches, or thought themselves bound to hiss them.
Sometimes, even, he simply acquiesced. In his correspon-
dence, for example, one is surprised to see him, in many
places, so docile; so that one is almost tempted to suppose
that he is in jest. But no, he is not in jest. He has accepted
the verdict ; he hastens to correct, if he can, the faults which
gave occasion to it. 'We do not see him give the public those
arrogant lectures of which we have seen such curious ex-
amples in our own day. As a thinker, he would hardly per-
mit people to think otherwise than he thought ; as a dramatic
author it was in all sincerity that he called himself the servant
of the public.

But into what a fever, on some occasions, was he thrown
by his eagerness to serve it! From day to day he would
turn a play topsy-turvy, and it often required the interven-
tion of the first gentlemen of the chamber to compel the poor
players to study the altered lines, which perhaps were to be
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altered again. He had acquired this habit in Paris, and kept
it wherever he went. It became quite a mania, and a wit
could say, speaking of the Orphelin de la Chine, that there
were three plays of that name, that which they were playing
in Paris, that which was on its way thither, and which they
would be acting in a few days, and that which the author was
retouching at the Délices, with the view of sending it off next
day. He tormented himself with the thought that what they
were then acting in Paris, and what was on its way thither,
were neither of them truly his play, such as he had finally
arranged it; he trembled lest, amid all these various readings,
the players should rather take what suited themselves than
what he had, or believed that he had, definitively adopted.
T beseech you pressingly, Mademoiselle, to take special care
to preserve these two lines....I ask your pardon also for
these....I cannot conceive how one could have taken away
that line from your part....I ask your pardon for all thess
details.”* Great also was his torture when his plays were
printed too soon, and given to the public with lines which he

had wanted to be left out. “I am suffering from more than

one tribulation. Prault has printed Tancréde. Not only has
he not printed it as I had written it, but neither Prault nor
Lekain, nor Mademoiselle Clairon, who have made so much
by it, have deigned to put me in possession of a copy. The
play is very much altered, and in a manner which, it is said,

covers me with shame.””+ Prault, the publisher, could have

desired nothing better than to give a good edition ; but what
was he to take it from? Each time it was acted, it wasa
different play. Some authors send their printers a rough copy,

and make their alterations on the proofs. Voltaire did worse.
He sent the rough copy to the players, and it was after pub- |

lic experiments that he set himself to give that form to the
* Letter to Mademoiselle Olairon in 1755, t Letter to D'Argental, March 1761.
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piece which he meant that it should preserve. “I have
taken from the ills that overwhelm me, from the sleep which
I hardly know,” he wrote to D’Argental, on thé occasion of
this same Orphelin,* * a little time for a hasty correction, and
for rounding it off to the best of my power.” And this
tagsk he was perpetually recommencing. He called the five
acts his five baboons. He compared himself to a Chinese
worker in porcelain, baking and rebaking his little figures,
varnishing them, gilding them, always thinking to have done
and yet always setting himself to work again.

All this is, no doubt, a little ridiculous; but febrile and
puerile as it may be, one loves, nevertheless, this eagerness
to do a thing well—this zeal animating a man at once ardent
and calm, who is burning at the first line to get to the last, in
order to have the play acted as soon as possible, yet who, for
all that, does not forget the serious duty he owes to art. If
wrong in collecting a crowd about an unfinished sketch, at
least he is seen to spare neither time nor trouble in order that
the sketch may become a perfect work. ¢ It is the work of
six days,” he writes to a friend on sending him Olympie.+
% The author should not have rested on the seventh,” was
his friend’s reply. * He has repented therefore of his work,”
he rejoined ; and, in fact, he reconstructed it from beginning
to end. Thus, with all his haste, he did not look on himself
as wanting in respect for the public. It is rather a homage
that he renders to it, for he invites it to share in his work ; he
seems to acknowledge that he requires its aid in order to attain
to something with which posterity will be satisfied.

III.—This is very far, indeed, from being to be imitated.
Racine was much wiser and much more respectful when he
kept his works in his portfolio and in his heart until he had

# Beptember 1755, t 1764,
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given them all the perfection of which they were susceptible.
But between the fever of Voltaire and the impudent haste of
certain authrs of the present day,—who would hesitate to ab-
solve Voltaire rather than them ? One is pained to see serious
critics granting with such levity those absolutions to genius
which mediocrity applies to itself, those untoward encourage-
ments to negligence and pride. Nodier will pardon those
faults which “the poet,” he says, ¢ seems to throw from his
car to the crowd in expiation of his genius.” Sainte-Beuve
willingly compares these faults * to the numerous ears of com
which the wealthy reaper, when the heat is most intense, suf-
fers to drop from some ill-bound sheaf, in order that indigence
may have something to glean after him, and to console itself
the more.” Thus, of what would we complain? These faults
which we notice, are so many alms which genius desires to
present to our vanity. Anon there will no longer be any
reason for the author who gives us most of these singular
alms not being reputed the richest in inspiration, in true
talent; and indeed, this is a conclusion which more than
one author has been abundantly willing to adopt on his own
account. “I am unequal, irregular, incorrect; I advance by
leaps and bounds; the critics note my faults by thousands. ...
So then I must needs be a man of genius.”

A rough sketch, in painting, may have its value; but what
should we say of a painter, whatever his reputation, who
should make and sell such sketches only ? What we should
consider intolerable in a painter, is thought, by certain prose
writers and poets, quite allowable in them; and, what is per-
haps a still more untoward symptom of a general decline in
sound criticism and taste, there is a public that tolerates and
encourages this traffic ; and while the sketches of a painter are
never paid for at least as finished productions are, who knows
not the enormous sums that are currently paid for those em-
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bryotic bad books? Such an author, still a youth, has already
made more money than all- the writers in Paris a century
ago made in ten years; for amid the turpitudes with which
that epoch abounded, we must at least do it this justice, that
money played, in the literary world, an obscure and hardly
perceptible part. An author courted concealment in taking
payment for a book, like a master who dreads being paid in
the presence of his pupils, or as a preacher would blush to be
paid the price of his sermon on coming down from the pulpit.
There were no large profits, besides, ever to be had. Not-
withstanding the immense part played by books in the eigh-
teenth century, we must not figure to ourselves a circulation,
as at the present day, of ten thousand or a hundred thousand.
The time was not then long past when Barbin said to Boilean,
“Your Lutrin is going off. We shall dispose of at least five
hundred copies.” The possessors of libraries were almost the
only purchasers; the reading public was far from numerous.
“You know,” says Voltaire, writing in 1765, “ what I mean
by the public. It is not the universe, as we paper-blotters
have sometimes called it. The public concerned about books
numbers forty or fifty persons if the book is serious, four or
five hundred when it is pleasant reading, and about eleven or
twelve hundred if it be a play.” Voltaire was out of temper
on that occasion, and we must not take his figures strictly as
they stand ; but we find more positive information elsewhere.
For his Corneille with notes, for example, notwithstanding
the noise made about it, and the attraction of a good work, he
durst not reckon on more than two thousand subscribers, and
he had not so many. How many is it supposed the Encyclo-
pédie had ? Barely three thousand, and this Grimm called a
prodigious success.* That number afterwards rose .to four
thousand, and all the friends of the work spoke of it with
® Cory e September 1754.
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immense pride. The three thousand subscribers to Addison’s
Spectator appeared the ne plus ultra of a book’s popularity.
A long time afterwards, that he might give an idea of the
intellectual and political activity of the English, ¢ The single
city’ of London,” said Voltaire,* “has more than twelve
gazettes in the week.” A host of people, in fine, never
thought of opening books properly so called, and many could
have replied, like the Hector of the Joueur,
“In my day I have read but the almanacs only ;"

for the almanacs occupied a large space in the book-world
of those times. For some years efforts had been made to
bring out a great many; but it was long before the number
of seventy-two was reached, and that was in 1764.

Another reason for the sale of books being so much re-
stricted, was their being so dear; and they were so from the
very circumstance of the sale being so small, a smaller num-
. ber of copies being consequently thrown off. The printing
was slow and costly. Finally, however little bold the book
might be in its opinions, the whole edition might be inter-
dicted and confiscated ; and it wus natural for the publisher
to take compensation in pretty large profits, for the risks of
being ruined with which he was beset. The Encyclopédie,
for example, cost the subscribers more than a louis the volume,
and the profit of the publishers exceeded two million and a
half livres;+ but they had been repeatedly on the point of
losing all.

In this state of things, most authors were happy to find a
publisher willing to print a work at his own risk. Those
who might have sold their works, often made it a point of
honour to give them for nothing. Voltaire, once that he

* Philosophical Dictionary.
t 2,630,393 livres. The printing had cost 1,158,958 —(Extract from a memotr, pro-
duoed in 1769, in the lawsuit raised against the publishers by Luneau de Boisgermain.)
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became a rich man, would have blushed to make money by
his pen. Literary work, besides, was not regarded, in any
case, as of a nature to be largely paid. In working for the
Encyclopédie, for example, Diderot, in return for the enormous
proportion of his joint labour, and for a responsibility which
might any day have cost him ten years’ imprisonment in the
Bastile, received twelve hundred livres a year.

The very smallness of the profits to be looked for, contri-
buted, no doubt, to-the contempt entertained for pecuniary
considerations. Our authors are exposed, on this point, to
temptations which it would be unjust not to take into account
in passing judgment on their misdeeds. Ask them not—for
such modesty is quite out of date—to skulk out of sight when
paid for their work, but let them at least have the modesty
. to give us something for our money. We will not even ask
whether the work, in itself, is worth the price that the publisher
has paid for it; but what we are entitled to ask—nay, to in-
sist upon—is, that the author shall have given the necessary
time ; that he shall have done his best; that, in fine, he shall
have laboured—can that be too much ?—as the workman
does, who considers himself as in duty bound to earn his wages.

Talent is like riches. We cannot all be rich; but all,
whether rich or poor, may be, and ought to be, honest. Pro-
bity, in an author, is the care with which he composes his
works—a probity, with which talent and fame ought no
more to enable a man to dispense, than all the treasures of
the earth could enable him to dispense with common honesty.

But this is what some would fain affect not to understand.
Success is made to justify everything. No sooner does a book
command a sale, than the author is quite absolved from any
blame in having bestowed neither time nor pains upon it.
He is like the unscrupulous manufacturer, who is blamed
when his goods hang on his hand, and absolved when they
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sell; or the smuggler, who does not consider himself as a
dishonest man, because, instead of defrauding an individual,
he defrauds everybody.

IV.—An excuse for these disorders has been sought in the
necessity for breaking with the old school, which smothered
the inspirations of genius under the pressure of toil. Thus is
a poet not only allowed, but is even asked, to leave his verse
in all its native roughness, all the incorrectness it must have
when first thrown off. In the times of the Roman decline,
people were found who had become so tired of the over-refine-
ments of cookery as to ask for live fish, which they themselves
cooked on their plates. With us it is poetry which we would
have—not fresh, but palpitating. And whereas no reproach
was more dreaded of old than that of having worked too fast
—now-a-days, it is by hasty writing, by openly boasting of it,
by declaring that here the reader has the ideas that first
rushed into the author’s soul—it is by this, we say, that most
admirers are to be had.

Nothing more favourable, evidently, to indolence and em-
piricism ; nothing better fitted to throw young people into the
too common blunder of mistaking facility for talent, and sup-
posing all enthusiasm to be that of genius.

But it is not with the present and the future, it is with the
past that we have here to be ocgupied.

Now, however dangerous the shameless haste of the present
day may appear, we cannot but feel astonished at the slowness
of former times. One is tempted to ask, how authors by pro-
fession, and men of talent, encouraged, moreover, by success,
could write so little.

We shall not go back to Malherbe, who maintained, that
after writing a poem of a hundred lines, one ought to repose
for a year. Tallemant's Historieties give some curious de-
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tails on the sluggishness of the father of French poetry, or
rather of French versification. A friend, who had lost his
wife, asked him to write some verses on this calamity, and by
the time they were made, his friend had married again.

The seventeenth and the eighteenth century saw many au-
thors who never wrote more than a single volume all their lives,
The greater number, shall we be told, did well in keeping to
that? No doubt; but there were some, too, whom posterity
would have been happy to greet with a heavier baggage.

Look at Boileau. Some have amused themselves with
calculating how many lines of verse he wrote. From 1660
to 1670, a little more than two thousand ; from 1670 to 1680,
a little more than three thousand ; from 1680 to 1690, none ;
from 1690 to 1700, less than a thousand ; from 1700 to 1705,
eight or nine hundred. This gives a total of seven thousand,
spread over forty-five years; being about two days and a half
for each line. In his most fertile -period (1670 to 1680), you
have not a line a day; and when, after ten years’ intermission,
he begins to rhyme again, we find four days for every line he
produced.

Look at Racine. He composed not quite so sluggishly, and
he composed more ; yet how small the number is for so long a
career! How many years without producing any! How
little eagerness to gather new laurels! But for Madame de
Maintenon, who made him write Esther and Athalie, the
silence he had maintained since writing Phédre would have
been prolonged, to all appearance, to the day of his death;
and he had not completed his thirty-eighth year when Phédre
was acted |

Look, after him, at Crebillon. In his life, nine plays embrace
a period of more than fifty years, twenty-two of which elapsed
between the seventh and the eighth, which he was always
announcing, yet which was never ready—Catilina. * Quous-
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que tandem, Catilina!” said the wits. But he proceeded
none the faster, and he was near eighty when he made up his
mind to give it to the world.

This want of eagerness to make the most of glory once
acquired, may be explained likewise, in part, by the eager-
ness of the public to keep that glory in its remembrance.
Had Crebillon seen himself in any danger of being forgotten,
it is to be believed that he would not have set himself so
much at his ease. Once in possession of a certain renown, an
author was sure of preserving it as long a8 he did not com-
promise it by producing some inferior -work ; he had no need,
as at the present day, to be perpetually reviving a remem-
brance which 8o many engrossing occupations are ever tending
to effice. No man, now-a-days, can repose upon his laurels ;
no man, at least, without a prodigious effort of philosophical
indifference, can voluntarily remain in that obscurity, in which
every man who does not keep his admirers in exercise speedily
disappears. In former days, a single instance of success lasted
for a lifetime. Had you done no more than write a single
sonnet, you were to the end of your days, and in the eye of
everybody, the author of that sonnet—a wit, a poet. Now-a-
days, one no longer says, “ He wrote this or that;” but one
agks, “ What is he doing?” And however short the time
during which this question may have been asked without
getting an answer, people cease to put it any more. We know
in France but one exception, that of M. Xavier de Maistre,
who has become and remained celebrated in consequence of
having written three or four small works; moreover, it is
probable that his social position has contributed not a little
to this result. Whoever does not increase, decreases. The
activity of authors must keep pace with the activity of the
age. The old palm branches of success wither up in the
hands of those who are not always gathering them afresh.

318 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.




MORE MOVEMENT THAN WORK. 319

V.—The eighteenth century was already, on this point,
remote from the seventeenth ; butless perhaps than one would
imagine. The fever was rather without than within; there
was more movement than work, more noise than serious agi-
tation. The public was not really exacting. The smallest
services once rendered were willingly remembered by the
philosophical world, and that world included almost every-
body. The slightest titles to glory preserved themselves
intact almost indefinitely.

There was, we say, more movement than work. On this
point, too, as in every other thing, Voltaire was the type of
his age.

This may appear a paradox. Voltaire is supposed to have
worked enormously. Sixty or seventy volumes, according to
the editions, seem to put this beyond dispute. Then, it will
be said, see his correspondence. Ever one work at least on
the anvil, sometimes two, often several. In bad or in good
health, in France or out of France, you never see him volun-
tarily lose an instant.

Voluntarily, not; but those who lose most time are not
always those who confess it; often, moreover, they them-
selves are unconscious of it. We will not therefore ask,
though others have done it, whether Voltaire was always
sincere in what he said about his labours, and the toil and

- time they cost him ; we will admit that he was a great and
indefatigable worker. But take the following—a calculation
which we hardly could avoid making.

First of all, from these sixty or seventy volumes, we must
deduct the correspondence. It sparkles with wit; it is
superior to many of Voltaire’s works ; but, after all, it is not
a work, and its author never viewed it in that light. Here,
then, is a fourth part deducted, and even more.*

* Eighteen volumos out of sixty-four in Renouard's edition (1818).
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One volume generally comprises the life of the author ; one
or two more the general index of contents; others, like those
comprising the commentaries on Corneille, are only in part
composed by Voltaire.

Assuming this, if we consider :—

That several of his historical writings have evidently been
composed without previous research and without care ;

That others, more carefully composed, are still far from
indicating lengthened and profound research ;

That the romances, the tales, the pamphlets, filling many
volumes, flowed almost spontaneously from his inexhaustible
vein of thought ;

That his lighter poetry, his greatest triumph, cost him
hardly more pains than his prose ;

That several of his tragedies were composed with a pro-
digious rapidity, from which we may be allowed to infer
that he was never much at a loss for verse, even when anxious
to do his best ;

That these works, in fine, are the produce of more than
sixty years.

If we consider, we say, all these things, we are forced to
conclude that Voltaire lost a great deal of time.

Let. us note it, then, not as a reproach, for it would be &
joke to condemn a man for having written only fifty volumes,
but as a fact, and that fact has its importance. The more
we shall believe that Voltaire honestly imagined that he
devoted himself entirely to his work, the better will his error
enable us to establish one of the characteristic features of his
time, that superficiality which appeared in all things, that
sincerity with which people believed themselves the devoted
servants of reason, whilst in reality they were taking every-
thing very easily, and abandoning themselves to all their own
tastes and all their own caprices.

A
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.CHAPTER XX.

I.—'l‘he life of Vole—Aglmlom—muaiom—HiaWry of his fortune—His bias towards
getting rich—His 1 i lisk at the Délices—Strategy—Was he wronged
in being Teft in exile ?

IL—His alarms with respect to Za Pucelle—Denials—Subterfuges—Lies.
IIL—Farther lies with réspect to the Philosophical Dictionary—How the Encyclopedists

contrived to vent their indignation and urcnre their nge—Diderot—D’Alembert—
Rousseau—Voltaire—His paroxysms of rage—What he said of satire, and what he

did as a satirist—Insults and sarcasms in the most serious of his works,

1V.—A theatro at the Délices—With what object—The G llowed themselves to
be caught in that snare—Voltaire's delight.
V.—History of his health—In what lay the principle of his laints—Labour his beat

remedy—His angry fits when people thought him better—Anecdote—S8ome speci-
mens of his complaints—The public little alarmed by them—A day at the Délices.

TaE whole life of Voltaire would sufficiently confirm, were
it necessary, the calculation we have made from his writings.
But leaving the agitations of the two first thirds of his career,
let us take him at the Délices and at Ferney, in that haven
into which he had come, he said, in search of peace, and
where he would fain have persuaded himself that he had
found it. ¢ Durst I venture,” he writes to Madame du
Deffand, “I should believe myself wise, I am so happy.”
Alas! so little is happiness in man’s nature, that when by
chance we happen to meet with any one that affects to have
attained it, it is almost a proof, on the contrary, that he is
far from having done so, and that he needs to practise an
illusion upon himself.

x
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This happiness, then, was agitation at a fixed post instead
of agitation of a nomadic kind ; it was having the cares of
a proprietor added to those of an annuitant, already so oddly
mingled with those of a man of letters. “One finds it diffi-
cult, even now,” said Thomas, some months after his death,
“to imagine his ashes are at rest.”

The history of his private fortune, is not without interest
in thé midst of that of his age. We owe our knowledge of it
to his secretary, Longchamp.

He had inherited_from his father and his brother about two |
hundred thousand hvres, and he possessed, at his death, nearly
two hundred thousand livres of income.

An edition of the Henriade, issued in London in 1726, had

brought him some money, the only pecuniary return of any
consequence he ever had from his works.
" But, shortly afterwards, we find him address himself to
other resources. Interested, in 1744, in the contracts for the
army in Italy, his share of profits amounted o six hundred
thousand livres and more. Interested again, in 1746, in the
trade of Cadiz, he took care mot to invest his whole capital
in one vessel, but to distribute it over several. One only
was captured, and the profits on the rest were enormous
Interested, in fine, in all great home operations, he rapidly
attained that splendid independence which had been the
object of his efforts, for he was not what could be called a |
greedy man. He wanted to be rich, but then it was in order
that he might be independent of protectors, that he might
speak out what he thought, that he might take himself off,
when necessary, and possess the means of everywhere procur-
ing those conveniences which gold can command.

‘Accordingly, until 1754, his whole fortune was in paper
securities ; like Bias, he could say that he carried all that he '
had about with him. His portfolio, we are told, presented a
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prodigious chaos, with his two or three millions of livres in
minute parcels, contracts, letters of exchange, acknowledg-
ments of debt, bills of all kinds and all forms. But even he
liked to wander in this wilderness of papers. He might well
bewail a little the embarrassments which he was continually
meeting there, contested claims, lawsuits, small losses and
great ones; but just as high-mettled horses need something
more than ordinary work for the damping of their fire, so
Voltaire needed something over and above literature, for the
absorption of a part of that ardour which he could not have
thrown entirely into it without going too much beyond what
governments could tolerate. With the emergy which he
threw into nothing more than his quarrel with the President
de Brosses* about the cutting down of some trees, he would
have overwhelmed a score of enemies with a score of satires.

This, however, was not always the view that he took.
“You tell me,” he writes one day to D’Argental, ¢ that it is
my lawsuits that impoverish my imagination. On the con-
trary, they throw me into a passion, and that excites me.”
At this epoch,+ it is true, his lawsuits had undergone a’
change. It was now the feudal proprietor of Ferney battling
with the clergy of the neighbourhood.

But previous to these battles, what ardour already dispensed
in establishing himself in the country of his choice! Hardly
had he come into possession of the Délices, of which he was
not even proprietor,{ than see how he turned everything up-
sidle down. ¢ I have made myself mason, carpenter, gar-
dener,” he writes to his friend Thiriot,§ * my whole house is
turned topsy-turvy. These Délices (Delights) are at present
my torment. We, that is, Madame Denis and I, are busy

* 1759. + June 1761.
$ He had bought a life-interest in that resid not being allowed, a8 & R
Catholic, to hold land in the Genevese territory. § March 1755,
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building lodgings for our friends and for our poultry. We
are having carriages and wheel-barrows made ; we are plant-
ing orange-trees and onions, tulips and carrots. We are in
want of everything ; we have another Carthage to found. My
territory i8 hardly larger than that bounded by the ox-hide
given to the fugitive Dido; but I have no intention of en-
larging it as was done with hers. My house i8 in the
Genevese territory, my meadow in that of France. It is
true, I have at the other end of the lake a house and grounds
altogether in Switzerland.*...I am putting it in order at
the same time with my Délices.” And, in fact, he was turn-
ing everything upside down there too.

It was not only two houses, but two, nay three strategetical
points, which he wanted to secure. A Frenchman in his

meadow, for he did not wish to seem exiled from France, he :

became a Genevese when he entered the house. Threatened
at Geneva, where France was powerful, he could gain Lau-
sanne, in the Bernese territory, and pass it off that he was
merely making an excursion to his villa of Monrion.

We have already noticed this last feature in his tactics.
Instead of seeking, as others did, in persecution or in the
appearance of persecution, an enhancement of his renown and
a new source of influence, he wished to appear superior even
to persecution, and not to seem to suppose that a government
could have any wish to attack him. Nobody was at bottom
deceived ; his residence between three states was a sufficient
indication of his fears. But he continued to vent his indig-
nation, and that in no mild terms, when any one seemed to
suppose he could have any.

Was the French Government right or wrong in keeping
him in this kind of exile? ¢ Voltaire had done impmden*
things,” says Marmontel ;4 “ but people acted much more im-}

# Monrion, near Lausaune. 1 Memoirs, Book v,
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prudently, when he would fain have returned to his native
country, in obliging him to remain in a land of liberty. The
reply made by the king, Let him remain where he is, was not
well enough weighed. His attacks were not such as are
stopped at the frontiers. Versailles, where he would have
been more reserved than in Switzerland or in Geneva, was
the place to which he should have been banished. The
priests ought to have consented to open that magnificent
prison for him, the same that Cardinal Richelieu had given to
the Haute Noblesse. In reclaiming his title of gentleman in
ordinary to the king’s chamber, he would himself have held
the end of the chain by which people might have tethered
him, had they wished to do'so.”

This we doubt. Voltaire was not the man to remain long
at his tether, and he would ere long have said or written, even
at Versailles, things which it would have been found impos-
sible to ignore. But, wise or not, for the future he had done
enough to make his recall to the court an act of weakness
from which it might be seen that Louis XV. would recoil.
It may have been a political blunder, but after all, it was an
honourable one. We will not reproach the King of France

+ for not having wished to look pleasantly on the man who was
undermining his throne.

Voltaire remained where he was. Alas! he was already
everywhere.

II.—He was very nearly under the necessity of making
that pretended excursion which he had taken care to keep
within his power.

For twenty years and more he had been labouring at that
wretched poem which his most devoted adepts would re-

' trench, if they could, from the collection of his works. La
Pucelle was his recreation, his delight. To it he clung as
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much and perhaps more than to the Henriade; to it he re-
turned unceasingly with a solicitude and a fondness which
certainly say little either for himself or for the age in which
such a work could be impatiently looked for.

Great, in fact, that impatience was, and his friends com-
municated to each other with delight the portions of it that
he sent them from time to time. But notwithstanding his
prohibition, copies were circulated, and the work fell at last,
almost complete, into the hands of people who had no interest
in concealing it.

Is it true that these persons added verses to it, detestable,
according to Voltaire, and, having for their sole object to bring |
. down upon him the rigours of the Government? Detestable,
in fact, are those which he quotes as not of his writing; but,
in any case, they are hardly more so than those that are his,
and there are even some letters in which he disavows them |
with infinitely less indignation than he does in such or such
another letter. His enemies have concluded from this that !
the whole is his; his friends have never denied it very stoutly.
Of what consequence, besides, are the details? The very
conception of the poem was infamous enough to make right-
minded people not think it worth modifying their opinion of
it on account of some verses more or less filthy.

But what activity did he not show in preventing, if possible,
the storm with which he saw himself threatened! What an
amazing variety of tone, according to the various characters
of those whose aid he thought he required to invoke! To
some he writes what they were to repeat to everybody, and
these he teaches how to lie as he lied himself; to others he
represents that untoward work as one of the follies of his
youth, as the work of a club of young folks, long ago dis-
solved, and in which he may perhaps have had a share. '
Humility and indignation alike served his purpose. A

' |
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. literary broker having come to him with an offer to purchase,
for fifty louis, the manuscript from which the work was to be
printed, he ran to Geneva, and, by his cries, succeeded in
getting the poor man clapped into prigon; he next sent a for-
mal letter of thanks to the magistrates. They had avenged
calumniated innocence; they had given a noble example to
governments that might wish to oppress him, the apostle of
virtue, on account of the infernal inventions of his enemies.
“The crowning-point of these infamous manceuvres,” he
wrote to the Journal Encyclopédique, *“is the publication of a
poem intituled, La Pucelle d’ Orléans (The Maid of Orleans).
The publisher has the effrontery to attribute this poem to the
author of the Henriade, of Zaire, of Mérope, of Alzire, of the
Age of Louis XIV....People dare to attribute to him the
dullest, lowest, grossest poem that could issue from the press,
The pen refuses to transcribe the tissue of sottish and abomin-
able obscenities of that work of darkness.’” In fine, on re-
ceiving one of Rousseau’s works,* he still finds means, in a
letter to the author, to protest against those imputations,
which he calls infamous; and that letter, printed at the end
of the Orphelin de la Chine, succeeded at last in appeasing a
government which was too weak to dare to retain its wrath
against the man who led everybody as he liked.

III.—Let us now see to what perfection lying had been
brought.

In 1764, when the Philosophical Dictionary first began to
e circulated in Paris, “ The moment there is any danger,”
its author writes to D’Alembert, “ I beseech of you to let me
know, in order that I may disavow the werk in all the public
papers with my ordinary candour and innocence.” His friends

* Le Discours sur TIndgalité des Conditions—(Discourse on the Inequality of Con-
ditions),
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were to do the same. “The Frérons and the Pompignans
exclaim that it is mine, and consequently respectable people
should exclaim that it is not.”

Yet nobody doubted or seemed disposed to doubt. Voltaire
well knew that his denials and those of his friends would im-
pose on nobody. On receiving a depatation from the Academy
of Inscriptions and Belles-Lettres,—‘ Well, then,” said the
king to the president Hénault, “ do you see the tricks your
friend is playing?” But it was known that the Government
asked nothing better than to accept the disavowals that gave |
it a pretext for doing nothing.

Voltaire was so well accustomed to cry slander, that we
often see him, in his private letters, treat those as slanderers
who had attributed to him such or such a pamphlet which he
speaks of at that very moment as his. If the case be that of
a writing of which he is not the author, he will not say that
that writing has some resemblance to his, and that one might
honestly suppose it to have come from his pen. You find him
seriously indignant and denouncing as infamous monsters, those
who had attributed it to him.

‘What a hubbub, again, throughout the whole clrcle, when
any one had the audacity to reproach him publicly with that
which they most gloried in when with each other—their infi-
delity! “M. Fréron having ventured, in one of the last
sheets of his Literary Year for 1774, to amuse himself too in-
decently at the expense of Diderot, and to speak of him even
as an apostle of infidelity ’—(what does the reader say of
this even? But let us proceed)—*the Encyclopédie party
has got several of last year's numbers seized, and the further
publication of the work suspended.”* In 1760, D’Alembert
had nearly obtained the same revenge, always because Fréron
had dared to accuse him of infidelity. In 1766, at the time

* Bachaumont.
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of the frightful affair of the Chevalier de la Barre, what fury
was there not against whosoever should dare to say that the
unhappy youth had been incited to what he did by the writ-
ings of the time! See what Rousseau says in the Letters
JSfrom the Hill, in the letter to the archbishop. Itis always
at the moment when he is boldest in attacking Christianity,
that he is most indignant towards those who accuse him of

* doing so.

But to return to Voltaire and his monsters: never did in-

* quisitor thundering against heretics, give himself fuller swing

than the philosopher of Ferney against whosoever should dare
to lay hands on his ark. Such epithets as abominable and
execrable crowd under his pen as in the papal bulls. It is to
the gallows and the galleys that he would have his enemies
sent. * The life of a man condemned to the hulks is prefer-
able to that of a libeller,” be says; ¢ for the one may have
been condemned unjustly, and the other deserves to be so.”*
He seems utterly to forget that he himself had written libels,
that he was writing them every day. The most satirical of
men protested, on all occasions, that he neither could be nor
desired to be satirical. “I have prohibited my mind from
being satirical,” he says.+ And elsewhere: “Were I to
follow my own taste, I should never speak of satire but to in-
spire people with a horror for it, and to arm virtue against
that dangerous kind of writing. Satire is almost always un-
just, and that is its least fault.” }

After these serious phrases, let us follow him into the details
of the war. It is more than satirical, it is an incarnation of
satire. To confine ourselves to a single trait, read over this
incredible letter : * You should have sent me a list of enemies
and their absurdities ; it will be rather long, but one ought to

* Philosophical Dictionary. + Preface to Alzére.
3 Les Beautés de la Poésic et de T Eloguence—(The Beauties of Poetry and Eloguence).



330 VOLTAIRE AND HIS TIMES.

labour for his country’s good. I would fain have a few
facts. I would have even the baptismal names ; saints’ names
have always a fine effect in verse. We have a kind of jester* .
here, who would be found very capable of composing a sort of !
Secchia rapita, and painting the enemies of reason in all the
excess of their impertinence. It is of importance, further, to -
know the name of the bookseller who prints the Journal de
Trévoux, the Journal Chrétien, or such other waste paper;
and if that bookseller have a wife or a daughter, or a little
boy,—for we must have love, and something interesting in a
poem. In a word, my jester wants to laugh and make laugh,
for people begin to be tired of serious insults. But keep my
jester’s secret.”

People were beginning, he says, to be tired of serious
ingults ; but he himself was never tired of filling the most
serious of his works with them. One would hardly have
expected to find that a note in the Age of Louis XIV. could '
have comprised the following sentence: “ As for the Abbé
Sabatier, a native of Castres, who came to Paris to follow the
profession of a slanderer for a little money, it is difficult to
expect that he will get to paradise. It requires no small
effort even to wish that he may get there.” Still less was it :
to be expected that we should find in the Philosophical Dic-
tionary, and in the article Fine Arts, such lines as these:
“Those who handle lead and mercury are subject to dangerous
colics; those who employ pens and ink are attacked with 8
vermin which must be continually shaken off : this vermin is
that of some ex-Jesuits who write libels.” Is the question
started—still in the Dictionary—whether it be true that a
man’s spittle stupifies and kills the serpent: “I would beg
the philosophers, therefore, to examine the maiter attentively.
One might, for example, on seeing Fréron pass on the street,

# Meaning himself.
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 spit on his nose. If he die, the fact will be ascertained, not-

withstanding all the doubts of the incredulous.” Is the idea
of Maupertuis to be combated, who in his Cosmology has
said : * Of what use are the beauty and the nice contrivance
of the serpent’s construction? These, it may be said, serve
ends of which we are ignorant. Let us at least be silent,
then; let us not admire an animal which we know only by
the mischief it does us.” ¢ Be you, too, silent yourself, then,”
replies Voltaire. “If some are venomous, you have been that
yourself. . .. You ask why the serpent hurts. And you, why

" have you 80 often hurt people? Why have you been a per-

secutor? ... The question has often been put, why there are
50 many serpents ? and so many wicked men worse than ser-
pents?”’ Here one might suppose we had gone back to the
theological amenities of the sixteenth century.

IV.—But we were at the Délices with Voltaire, busy esta-
blishing himself at that spot. How many traits should we
not have to add before completing the picture of his life for
that single year!

His house was still in the hands of the masons, when he
was fired with the idea of having a theatre there. “I am
looking for Lekain one of these days,” he wrote to Thiriot, in
the same letter in which he speaks of the founding of Carthage.
“We shall plant him in a gallery, and have him declaim
verses to the children of Calvin.”

The Genevese had no playhouse; he proceeded, therefore,
to offer them one. He was bent on alluring into it those
grave personages who would have none in their own country ;
and who, perhaps, were in the right, but whose characters,
enfeebled by the enervating atmosphere of the age, were not
likely to withstand such an invitation. A few days after-
wards, in fact, he writes to M. d’Argental that he had drawn
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tears, in Zaire, “from the whole Council of Geneva.” Here,
then, their education had begun. He was in an ecstasy.
¢ Never were the Calvinists so much affected,” he adds. And
when he says that he had brought tears from their eyes, it was
not only the author that spoke, but the actor also, for he had
played along with Lekain. What he would not do ‘at the
age of sixty for great seigneurs, he thought it a good joke to
do for the initiation of those burgesses. Accordingly, from
the very first day, behold them caught. And, after all, how
could it have been otherwise ? Here, at their very gates, was
that M. de Voltaire whom the world had talked of for more
than forty years, the author of the Henriade, the friend of
the King of Prussia, the chief of literature and of philesophy,
the man who had great lords, princes, and kings paying court
to him; he had become their fellow-citizen, had opened his
house to them, and condescended to act plays for them. Can
you wonder, after this, that he should have to write:* “I am
corrupting the whole youth of the pedantic city of Geneva.
The preachers are furious. Iam annihilating them.” He came
at last to be almost as proud of acting his plays as of compos-
ing them, and boasts of it sometimes with a laughable child-
ishness: # To-day we play Makomet. Nota bene, that I seize
the very soul in the fourth act.”+ ¢ My niece has a touch-
ingly soft voice, and when we play together, people cannot
stand it.”} He killed himself by these representations. He
would often leave his bed to play his part, and return to bed
on leaving the stage. -

V.—The history of his health, related likewise by himself,
would at least be as curious as that of his literary and dra-
matic fever. A large volume might easily be made of it,

* To D’Argental, September 1760. t Letter to Thiriot, October 1760,
$ Letter to D'Argental, October 1760.
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presenting another inimitable model of the art of expressing
the same things in hundreds of different ways.

His ailments—for he had very real ones, and we ought not,
because he complained too much, to refuse him all pity—his
ailments were all eonnected with this perpetual excitement.
Did the originating cause lie in the mind or in the body?
Voltaire himself, especially in his cynical old age, loved. to
speak only of the machine being out of order; and he is cer-
tainly one of those who have expended, as was said, most
mind in demonstrating that they were only beasts. Let us
do him more honour than he did to himself, and admit at
least an equality of influence in the two parts of which he was
made up. There was evidently an action and a reaction be-
twixt the fevers of the body and the great fever of the mind.

Of the mind, we say. We purposely avoid saying  of the
soul.” The soul’s fever is that of profound inspirations, of
meditations that wear out the man, of bitter thoughts that
gnaw the heart. That is a fever that may kill you at twenty,
or at thirty; the other will accompany you to the age of
eighty—nay more, it is a fever that helps you to reach that
age. .
Voltaire was sensible of this. Amid his eternal complain-
ings, you never find him complain that labour has affected
his health. Quite the contrary, he never complains so little
as when he is working; one may see that it was his grand
specific. But tell him not that he is better ; he will be angry
at himself for having permitted you to believe it, and angry
at you for having believed it. Accordingly, he takes every
possible precaution, unless when he forgets himself, to make
people think he is dying; we find him even, if need be, and
the better to alarm his friends and those about him, passing
himself for a wraith. In 1776, on St. Francis’ eve, some
ladies in the neighbourhood had come with bunches of flowers
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to wish him joy on his name-day. After having kept them
waiting a long time, he made his appearance at last, saying,
with a sepulchral voice, “I am dead!” The poor ladies
were in such a fright, that not one durst open her mouth.

In 1769 : “You ask me news of the master of the house,”
writes one of the visitors at Ferney.* “I will tell you that
I have met with an excellent reception, that he is a charming
man at all points, but intractable on that of his bealth. To
tell him he is well makes him furious. He affects to be
afflicted with all the plagues of old age; calls himself deaf,
blind, and gouty. Now judge of this for yourself. The first
day of my arrival, he made the ordinary complaints. I allowed
him to go on, and while walking in the garden with him
gradually lowered my voice. I was soon relieved as to his
hearing. Next, on complimenting him on the beauty of his
garden, he began to swear at his gardener, who, he said, was
a careless fellow ; and, from time to time, he picked up some
very small weeds that were hid among his tulips. I con-
cluded that his eyesight was still quite unimpaired ; and from
the ease with which he stooped and raised himself again, I
felt convinced there was no want of suppleness in his move-
ments, or pliancy in his limbs.”

In 1753 : “I am very ill,” he wrote to D’Argens; “ deign
to remember this. It is my enemies only that say I am
well.”

In 1754, writing again to D’Argens: ¢ Your letter would
make the saddest of the damned die with laughing. I am
unhappily of that number. It is now six months since I have
ventured out of my warm room (lit. copper kettle).”

In 1752, to M. Bagieux: “I brought with me to Berlin a
score of teeth; hardly six are now left me. I brought with
me two eyes; I have almost lost one.”

* Bachaumont's Secvet Memoirs.
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In 1746, to Maupertuis: “It is true that the king has
made me a present of the office of gentleman of the chamber,
that he has augmented my pension, that he loads me with his
bounties ; but I am dying....Behold me now a member of
the Academy. I am to tire the public with a long harangue
on Monday next. It will be the song of the dying swan.”

In 1748, when it was a question how the shade of Ninus,
in Semiramis, should be dressed : *In what concerns the
shade,” he writes, “ I ought to be believed, for I have the
honour to be a little of one myself, and now more than ever.”

In 1736, in his first letter to Frederick, he makes it a
settled point that he must be considered a confirmed invalid
and a dying man. “In whatever corner of the world I close
my life...” he says.

In 1733, he has broken through his agony, he writes to
the Abbé de Sade, to assure him that he will be attached to
him “ during all the time of his short and worthless life "’ (s
courte et chienne de vie).

In 1724, in the preface to his Mariamne, we find him
already ¢ overwhelmed with continual ailments.” The good
public would surely have a tender regard for the efforts made

- by a dying man to please it.

But one would have said that the good public was already
aware that it was yet to have fifty years of those efforts.
Neither at this nor at any future period, do we see any one
appear seriously pained at Voltaire’s sufferings, or seriously
alarmed about his preservation. It is, nevertheless, incon-
testable that his life was many times in danger; but how
could people be expected to believe a man expiring when he
had so often told them that he was in his last agony, and
above all when he told them this so pleasantly?* Then he
himself had very little respect for his old age; he liked to

* Memoirs, Book vilL.
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laugh and to make others laugh at all the infirnvities it
brought along with it. His famous letter to the Duke de
Richelieu is well known, with its grotesque details about his
personal appearance. Still he did not always confine himself
to mere grotesque, and letters occur after reading which one
is not so much tempted to laugh as to grieve at such a lament-
able forgetfulness of all that white hairs impose on those who
carry them.

In fine, even had his dying agonies been believed at a dis-
tance, it would have been difficult to remain in error when
present with him. ¢ Nothing could be more original,” says ,
Marmontel, * than the welcome he gave us.* He was in bed
He stretched out his arms to us; he wept with joy when
embracing us; he embraced in like manner the son of his
old friend, M. Gaulard. ‘You find me in a dying state,’ he
said. ¢ Are you come to recall me to life or to receive my
last sighs?’ My comrade was frightened at this opening
scene ; but I, who had heard Voltaire say a hundred times
that he was dying, made a sign to Gaulard that there was no
cause for alarm.” And, in fact, behold the dying man gets
out of bed, spends the whole day with them, gives their ears
no rest with his babbling about Paris, about the Encyclo-
peedists, about Pompignan, who had dared to attack them in
the discourse delivered at his reception—Pompignan his béie
noire for the time ; for his physician had ordered him, he said,
by way of exercise, “to abuse Pompignan for an hour or
two every morning!” He dined with them, he supped with
them. He regaled them with the songs of M. de I'Ecluse,
his host, formerly actor at the Opera-Comigue, and then
dentist' to the King of Poland