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Curtain Rise






IMAGINE YOURSELF IN Pâris, on the Left Bank of the Seine. Your stroll began in the formal gardens of the Palais du Luxembourg, and now you have come down the hill, in a long, gentle arc, past the Sorbonne and the Lycée Louis-le-Grand, to the river. In front of you, across the Pont Saint-Michel, lies the Île de la Cité, with the spire of the Sainte-Chapelle soaring up from the courtyard of the Palais de Justice. Over to your right the cathedral of Notre-Dame sits foursquare at the end of the island, like squat cargo at the stern of a ship. On your left, stretching back at an angle, runs the rue Saint-André-des-Arts, while on the opposite bank the tidy ranges of the Louvre march west to the Tuileries gardens and north to the Palais Royal.


Today such a walk might have brought you down the Boulevard Saint-Michel. At the end of the seventeenth century, long before Baron Haussmann carved his broad, mob-exposing boulevards through the cluttered masonry of the medieval city, you could nevertheless have made a similar journey and noted these self-same landmarks. Your route would have been more tortuous, and the hazards would have been different: slops from above, after a maliciously brief warning, or filth underfoot. Indeed had you been well-born you would not have been walking at all.

Moreover, without the modern thoroughfare, you might have thought it rather a long way. For you would in fact have been proceeding from the perimeter of the city to its centre. At the end of the 1600s the capital of France numbered about half a million inhabitants, a quarter of its present total. The city boundaries extended from the Palais du Luxembourg in the south to the imposing gateways of the Porte Saint-Denis (recently built in 1672) and the Porte Saint-Martin (1674) in the north, and from the Arsenal and the Bastille in the east to the Tuileries palace in the west. Outside these boundaries lay the nascent ‘faubourgs’, or false burgs, the forerunner of the modern suburb. And beyond the Tuileries lay the Champs-Elysées with its bucolic but not notably Elysian fields.

For over 500 years Pâris had been the largest city in Europe, though now it was being overtaken by London. With so many people crammed together into such a small area, space was at a premium and living conditions were primitive. As in London, the bridges – with the two exceptions of the Pont Neuf and the Pont Royal – bore houses and shops. The Pont Neuf, begun in 1578 and completed in 1606, spanned – and still spans – the entire river by setting foot on the western tip of the Île de la Cité. Further west, downstream, the Pont Royal has no need of an island: completed in 1689, it allowed its first users to avoid city-centre congestion by proceeding directly across the Seine from the Tuileries to the rue du Beaune, and thence to all roads south.

Sanitation, where it existed, was rudimentary; fresh water was often in short supply; and accommodation for the majority was cramped and uncomfortable. Fire and epidemic were constant hazards. Public order was not guaranteed: for gentlemen a pistol or sword were pertinent accessories, while for ladies the most valuable accessory was a gentleman. A carriage was essential, if you could afford it. The streets were mostly narrow and unsalubrious, without pavements: little light penetrated between their tall façades, especially to the lower floors. Many had an open drain coursing down the middle, running with the sewage that was released from innumerable privies at dead of night or with the blood of daylight slaughter from a butcher’s shop. It clotted on your shoes and turned them a ruddy brown. Sometimes the beast escaped the cleaver and fled, spattering terrified pedestrians in its panicked flight. The broader streets were strewn with horse dung as countless carts and some 10,000 carriages, private or for hire, pursued their frenzied course around the capital (though generally not all at once). Axle-grease posed a constant threat to clean stockings.


Smoke curled from thousands upon thousands of chimneys, in every season. Tanners and dyers, fishmongers and blacksmiths, churches with their rotting dead and hospitals with their purulent quick, all contributed to the pestilential fug. From tallow-factories rose the nauseous stench that was the price Pârisians paid for their candlelight. There were no trees, save on the outer ‘boulevards’ – those former bulwarks, or ramparts, of the city’s defensive walls that Louis XIV had turned into airy, tree-lined promenades in the 1670s. Within these walls the atmosphere was foul and dank, lingering like congestion in the strangulated airways of the medieval city. Even along the Seine the wind found its passage impeded by the bridge-borne tenements, and the effluvia of this river-sewer wafted uncertainly on the breeze. Only on the houseless Pont Neuf did the air seem a little better: for it offered a large space in which to breathe (28 metres wide by 278 metres long) and a vantage-point from which to look up and catch a glimpse of the firmament, not just a tiny patch of sky or a dripping gutter. Here were the first pavements in Pâris. Tucked away in the semicircular bays above each of the bridge’s supports were small shops or stalls, nicely positioned to lure the leisured or to tempt the needy. And there was water, from the Samaritaine: Pâris’s first public water-fountain, pumping water up from the river and proclaiming its dubious generosity with a sculpture of the Good Samaritan.1 But even here the well-to-do who came to stroll or watch the fireworks and the river-jousts found it advisable to have a perfume bottle and a handkerchief at the ready to keep the fetid fumes at bay. No wonder the terrors of Hell retained such a powerful grip on the popular imagination: smoking fire and sulphurous brimstone were all around.




And the noise! The clatter of wheel on cobble, the crack of whip and driver’s curse, the hawker’s cry and the policeman’s halloo, the urgent pleas of flower-girl and pamphlet-seller, the knowledgeable mutterings of the bouquinistes whose stock of second-hand books might conceal a bibliophile’s dream, the proud boasts of tooth-pullers and the screams of their grateful victims,2 street entertainers singing for their supper, or charlatans promising everything from a wrinkle-free forehead to a cure for all your ills. And army men hailing prospective young recruits, luring tomorrow’s cannon-fodder with the offer of jam today: a drink, a girl, a good square meal.



Hellish as Pâris was, most people just had to get used to it. But some moved out, like Louis XIV in 1683. At the end of the seventeenth century the Pârisians’ king was living at the magnificent palace of Versailles fourteen miles away (some three hours by carriage). Louis XIII had built a hunting-lodge there in 1624, and his son later decided to make it his principal royal residence in preference to the reek and bustle of Pâris. Following marriage to the Infanta Maria Theresa of Spain in 1660 the 22-year-old Louis XIV had initiated an ambitious and costly programme of building and garden design. Now, like Apollo, the Sun King dwelt at a mysterious, awe-inducing distance from his capital, ruling over a court of opulent splendour and a nation of some twenty million subjects.

During his reign and that of his predecessor, who had been ably guided by Cardinal Richelieu, France had overtaken Spain as the most powerful country in Europe. Once riven by sectarian strife – in the Wars of Religion that dominated French history in the second half of the sixteenth century – it had then found itself free to concentrate on its territorial ambitions. Over the period between Richelieu’s rise to power in 1624 and Louis XIV’s death in 1715, France was at war for on average two years out of every three. The periods 1635–59 and 1689–1713 were particularly bellicose. And expensive. At the end of the century the nation’s coffers were virtually empty, and much administrative effort was going into devising and levying taxes. The King’s fighting days were nearly over, and French military superiority would end with the Battle of Blenheim in 1704.


But, for the moment, glory shone all around: in royal pomp and circumstance, in architecture, in the theatre, in poetry and painting. If you had been standing on the Pont Neuf in the 1690s, you could have thought you were at the centre of the world. A Gallic omphalos. For here you were in the capital of the greatest kingdom on earth. Pârisian clothes, furniture and other luxury items were exported all over the world and regarded as the height of fashion. Yet you had only to travel ten minutes in any direction to purchase them direct. The French language was similarly exported. Throughout educated, upper-class Europe it had become the lingua franca of well-bred civility. It was the language of diplomacy, and the hallmark of sophisticated elegance in most European courts. For this was the Grand Siécle, the great age of French history and culture, and you were part of it. The acme of civilization.




At least so it seemed if you were one of the people fortunate enough to belong to the Pârisian élite. In a country where some four-fifths of the population eked a miserable existence from the land and barely a quarter of the male population – and significantly fewer women – could read, Pârisian power and prestige lay with a tiny and very privilèged minority of some two to three thousand people. Beneath them a much larger, prosperous and well-educated middle class aspired to join them. Their shared world was a small one, and – apart from Versailles itself – the centres of polite society were select and few: the theatre, the opera, the salon, or the gardens of the Tuileries, the Palais Royal, and the Luxembourg. In these beautiful places anyone who was anyone could be sure to meet a somebody. And at the heart of their political and professional world stood the parlement, not a parliament but courts and administrative offices that ruled over Pâris and its environs in the name of the King. The law was a growth industry (by the 1760s the city would count one legal official to every eighty-five Pârisians), and for its magistrates the parlement in its myriad manifestations was the surest ladder from bourgeois commonership to aristocratic bliss.




These were the places where people met and talked and strived. But communication in late-seventeenth-century France was severely circumscribed by a limited technology, the constraints of good manners and the watchful eye of the censor. This was a world with no telegraph or telephone. Travel was expensive or arduous, and often both. Law courts and académies may have brought the men together, but for women an evening at the Opéra, the Comédie-Italienne, or the Comédie-Française was a vital opportunity for social intercourse, which is no doubt why so many members of the audience – male and female – conversed during the performances. Supper-parties and balls, salon receptions and theatre visits, these were the privilèged channels for the live exchange of information and opinion, while the circulating manuscript and the printed word offered the sole equivalent of the recording and the action replay. It was a small world in which appearances counted for everything and reputation was all.




But even a small world can have dark corners. The day-to-day running of the city was essentially in the hands of the Lieutenant of Police, a post created in 1667. Not only were the police there to ensure obedience to the law, they also played a key role in regulating and supervising food supplies, public health, street lighting, fire prevention, and the city’s industries. They therefore constituted the executive arm of the Châtelet, the assembly of lower courts that were located on the Right Bank just north of the Palais de Justice and the parlement. The maintenance of public order was paramount. This meant ensuring that everyone had enough to eat (the provision of bread was subsidized), limiting firearm use, suppressing begging, and controlling gambling and prostitution. It also meant enforcing religious observance and suppressing potential subversion. The Lieutenant and his police governed the dark corners of Pâris with the help of a spy network drawn from the ranks of the pious or the impecunious, and its members stood ready to inform on anyone thought to be a danger to religion or the monarchy. For within and without the pale of the Establishment there existed a city-wide web of clandestine publication and whispered conversation. Beyond the theatre and the opera lay fairground, coffee-house, and tavern, potential seedbeds of subversion and market-places for the exchange of satire, tract and pamphlet. Louis XIV’s Pâris may have been short on privacy, but it was long on subterfuge.



And so imagine, too, that you were present in the vicinity of the rue Saint-André-des-Arts on Monday, 22 November 1694. For there you might have witnessed an intriguing scene at the local church. A small group of well-dressed persons arrives at the entrance: a woman is carrying a babe-in-arms. After a short ceremony the priest signs a certificate stating that the baby, ‘born on the previous day’ and now named François-Marie, has been duly baptized into the Church of Rome. The godfather is wearing clerical garb, and the godmother has an almost aristocratic air. What could be more respectable? But wait … ‘born on the previous day’? Little François-Marie looks as though he has been around much longer than that. Perhaps even nine months longer. No, this baby certainly wasn’t born yesterday.

In all likelihood the greatest French dramatist after Corneille and Racine had just performed in his first starring role; and the future scourge of the Roman Catholic Church had just taken his first, irreverent bow. His death, some eighty-three years on, would be no less theatrical and no less irreverent. Then, on the Left Bank of the Seine, in the fine residence of his friends the marquis and marquise de Villette, he would defy the priests with a simulated incapacity to confess his sins and then proudly breathe his last. Eleven years later the street in which he died would be renamed the quai Voltaire. For by then the squealing infant had become a hero and a god.






Beginnings (1694-1733)
From Cradle to Champagne
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 Voltaire aged thirty. Oil painting by Nicolas de Largillière, I 128.








CHAPTER ONE




Of Uncertain Birth (1694–1704)




 How Zozo came to live in a beautiful courtyard,
and how he was kicked out of the same






ONCE UPON A time in Pâris, in the courtyard of the Palais de Justice, there lived a young boy whom nature had endowed with the quickest of wits and the most wilful of dispositions. His soul – if he had one – was written upon his countenance. He was quite sound in his judgement, and he had the most straightforward of minds. His family nicknamed him Zozo: he later called himself Voltaire. While he believed in God Almighty, he none the less considered that there was still work to be done. ‘God created man free,’ he wrote at the age of seventy-three: ‘and that is what I have become.’1 This is the story of his extraordinary life, the story of a search for freedom.




Zozo was probably a bastard. Like Candide, the hero of his most famous work. Officially little François-Marie was born in Pâris on Sunday, 21 November 1694, the second surviving son of François Arouet, a lawyer, and his wife Marie-Marguerite (née Daumard). Unofficially – but according to Voltaire himself, on several occasions – he entered the best of all possible worlds on Friday, 20 February 1694, the son of the chevalier Guérin de Rochebrune (or Roquebrune), a writer of popular songs. This was certainly his preferred paternal origin, and he defended his mother’s honour by claiming that it lay in her preference for ‘a man of wit and intelligence’ – ‘a musketeer, officer, and author’ – over ‘Monsieur his father who, in the matter of genius, was a very mediocre man’.2



Little is known about Rochebrune except that he was descended from an ancient, aristocratic family from the Haute Auvergne and died of ‘dropsy’ in 1719. Though he wrote the libretto for a cantata on the subject of Orpheus, he appears mostly to have written songs of a rather more facetious and ephemeral kind. Curiously Voltaire includes a reference to him in a short verse tale he wrote in 1716,Le Cadenas (The Padlock), in which a sixty-year-old husband seeks to ensure his beautiful young wife’s fidelity by the imposition of a chastity belt. Was the son paying tribute to his father by imitating his bawdy? Quite possibly. Voltaire may even have met Rochebrune, because the chevalier is known to have been living in the close vicinity of the Arouet family in 1707. But when did young François-Marie learn that he was his real father? Was there perhaps a physical resemblance? We do not know.




But we do know that Rochebrune was a client of Zozo’s ostensible father, and it is likely that this is how the musketeer-lyricist first attracted his mother’s attention. Marie-Marguerite Arouet came from a good Pârisian family. Her father held an important position in the Pâris parlement and stood one rung beneath that of noble on the ladder of social status – reflected in heraldic quartering – which was then so important. Accordingly, when she married François Arouet on 7 June 1683, she represented a step up for him (and he a handsome purse for her). In the marriage certificate her age is stated as ‘about 22’ – clearly this family were not sticklers for birthdays – and so she was about twenty-three when her first child, Armand-François, was born on 18 March the following year. He died soon afterwards – as did approximately 50 per cent of infants born at that time – and he was followed almost exactly a year later by Armand, on 22 March 1685, who survived to become Zozo’s elder ‘brother’. On 28 December 1686 came Marguerite-Catherine, subsequent mother of three – including the eldest, Marie-Louise, whom Voltaire would later take as his mistress and companion for the last thirty years of his life. Robert Arouet, born on 18 July 1689, fared no better than Armand-François. Thereafter Marie-Marguerite Arouet appears to have favoured a rest – or practised birth control – before the happy event of five years later that brought the future hero of the Enlightenment into being.



Was it a happy event? Without being quite a Madame Bovary, Marie-Marguerite Arouet would seem to have been unwilling to forgo some of the legitimate if illegal pleasures of adultery. She had done her maternal duty with scrupulous statistical exactitude – two dead, two alive, one boy, one girl – and it was time for some fun, especially as wet-nurses and nannies did all the hard work. Her husband was eleven years older and somewhat suspicious of pleasure. She began to mix with another of his clients, the legendary courtesan Ninon de Lenclos, who had been one of the most celebrated salon hostesses of the century, at once a great intellect and a full-blooded proponent of free love and freethinking. And she began to meet some of the young and not-so-young men who gathered like moths round Ninon’s ageing but still beguiling flame, men of wit and talent and amorous designs …

On the basis of the limited available information the likeliest scenario is that Marie-Marguerite fell for Rochebrune and became pregnant by him in the course of 1693. When the child was born on 20 February 1694 (discreetly, at Chatenay, then a country village some five miles north of the centre of Pâris), it was sickly and not expected to live – which might, in the circumstances, have been helpful. The baby was duly ‘ondoyé’, the French term for the unofficial baptisms performed even to this day in bidet, bath, or kitchen sink by doting Catholic parents (or nervous, interfering grandparents) just in case some accident should befall their treasured offspring before its day in church and so deprive it of eternal bliss. Indeed something similar had happened four years earlier with young Armand, who had arrived in such a precarious state of health that eleven days elapsed before he could be properly baptized. Perhaps Marie-Marguerite’s poor record in producing viable male heirs would allow her highly respectable husband to avoid the necessity of legitimating a poetaster’s bastard son as his own. For how else does one explain the enormous gap of nine months that elapsed before the official baptism in November? And why nine months? Was that the deal? If baby François-Marie could survive for the same time outside the womb as he had within, then François Arouet would do the decent thing? For the long delay suggests that he knew the child was not his own. At any rate the sickly baby did survive, and so began a life of stubborn insistence that would inconvenience many more people than just his parents.


But how, in the small world of Pâris, does one publicly baptize a bastard child of nine months without setting tongues wagging? The godparents of Zozo’s elder brother Armand had been the answer to a parvenu’s prayers. His godmother was the duchesse de Saint-Simon, whose husband had been a member of the conseil d’état – the highest council of ministers – under Louis XIV.3 The godfather was the due de Richelieu, father of Voltaire’s lifelong friend, and nephew of the great Armand du Plessis, Cardinal de Richelieu, who had become prime minister under Louis XIII at the age of thirty-nine and more or less single-handedly governed France until his death eighteen years later in 1642. Like François Arouet’s family the Richelieus originally came from the Poitou region in the west of France, which may explain the connection. But compare baby François-Marie’s godparents, whose Christian names not only became his own but were – oh so coincidentally – also those of his mother and supposed father. The godmother, Marie Daumart (née Parent) was the wife of a cousin on his mother’s side, Symphorien (or Sébastien) Daumard, a highly placed official in the royal constabulary whose title of écuyer or squire placed him on the bottom rung of the aristocratic ladder (entitling him to one heraldic quarter). This godmother therefore constituted the best the Arouets could do in social terms while also guaranteeing discretion by being a member of the family.




The godfather was François de Castagnère, abbé de Châteauneuf. As an ‘abbé’ he had – like so many male offspring of the French aristocracy in the eighteenth century who had the misfortune not to be first-born – received a theological training and assumed a quasi-ecclesiastical status without being fully ordained. Often this meant being able to derive an income from a benefice, or living, without having to work, itself such an unaristocratic thing to do. In this capacity the abbé could lend an air of religious propriety to the proceedings. Moreover he was well connected: his brother was a senior diplomat. He was also a friend of the family and so could be relied on for his discretion. Such religious scruples as he might have had at becoming godfather to a nine-month-old bastard would have been offset by the freethinking spirit in which he, too, frequented the circle of Ninon de Lenclos. (He later boasted that it was to his own handsome person that the ageing beauty had granted her last favours – as a sixtieth-birthday present to herself.) Moreover he doted on the child and visited the wet-nurse daily to advise on the best means of ensuring its survival. Were it not for Voltaire’s own testimony about Rochebrune, one might even suspect the abbé of having been his father. But perhaps he was a close friend of Rochebrune – as well as Marie-Marguerite – and saw it as his duty to take his godfatherly role seriously on their behalf. Indeed in 1751 Voltaire would write that it was entirely thanks to Châteauneuf that he had been properly baptized at all.4 As we shall see, this godfatherly solicitude would also extend to ensuring that young François was introduced to Ninon de Lenclos in the autumn of 1704. He was ten (or nine), and she was eighty-three: their meeting would represent a further baptism of sorts, and it would transpire that her favours extended beyond the sexual.



And so, on Monday, 22 November 1694, Zozo officially became the son of François Arouet. This man whom we must henceforth call his father had been born in Pâris on 19 August 1649. He was the son of another François (born C.1605), who, in very early adulthood, had come from the village of Saint-Loup near Airvault in the Poitou to settle in Pâris as a silk and cloth merchant. The family had been in the tanning business originally, and Voltaire’s father and grandfather could trace their solid merchant heritage back to Hélénus Arouet at the end of the fifteenth century. From tanning, the business had evolved over the generations into one that traded also in wool and cloth, but grandfather Arouet’s move to Pâris and into the luxury commodity of silk represented a definite step upmarket. He married a certain Marie Mallepart in 1636, who bore him seven children (and lived till 1688). Voltaire’s father was the youngest of these and clearly decided to raise the family’s status still further by studying law. On 19 February 1675, at the age of twenty-five, he bought a practice as a notary and worked hard to better himself before marrying somewhat above his station eight years later.

But real social advancement came from working for the king. If one had the money and the right credentials it was possible to buy a position in the administration, a royal office. Such offices had been created and sold by the crown in large numbers since the early sixteenth century. They were an excellent source of capital. The king would create a new court or tribunal to exercise judicial or administrative functions in a particular area – taxation, for example – and the consequent new offices would be offered for sale: a small salary was attached, plus various privilèges, exemptions and fee-generating opportunities that made them highly remunerative. Such offices could then be sold on or bequeathed like franchises, and – as in the case of the husband of Voltaire’s godmother – they sometimes brought entitlement to hereditary noble rank. Accordingly, on 16 December 1692, François Arouet sold his notary’s practice in the Châtelet, and on 10 September 1696 – having now acquired his new ‘son’ – bought a position as ‘receveur des épices’ in the Chambre des Comptes. The latter was a so-called ‘sovereign court’, charged with the supervision of royal finances and the receipt of taxes: in François Arouet’s case, the taxes levied on the lucrative spice trade. The required expertise was a legal training and a head for figures: the reward was a healthy commission on all tax raised. Not to mention some very prestigious accommodation in the Palais de Justice, the former medieval palace of the kings of France.

For the first five years the new taxman-cum-magistrate had to bide his time as the assistant to his predecessor, but once he had assumed the succession the Arouet family duly departed from their house on the rue Guénégaud, which runs down to the river beside the Hôtel des Monnaies and the Institut de France. From this address in the parish of Saint-André-des-Arts on the Left Bank, they moved into a ten-bedroom house on the Île de la Cité, complete with cellar, attic and stables. On one side the house gave on to their private garden, while on another they looked out on to the central courtyard of the Palais – and the imposing prospect of the Sainte-Chapelle. They lived at the end of the rue Nazareth, near the rue Bethléhem and the rue Jérusalem, and so it was clear that they had arrived in some style at the Holy of Holies: the legal and administrative centre of Pâris.


Zozo could hardly have felt more legitimate. Nor more sad. For his mother died soon afterwards, on 13 July 1701, aged ‘about 40’. How or why? We do not know. This left François Arouet to finish bringing up his three children, Armand (16), Catherine (14), and François-Marie (7ish) on his own. He certainly had the means to do it. In 1696 he had paid 240,000 livres for the post in the Chambre des Comptes – that is to say, over a thousand times the annual pay of a well-paid manual worker. He owned two houses in Pâris, one in the rue Saint-Denis (where his grandfather had set up in business on first arriving in Pâris, with a shop called ‘The Peacock’) and the other in the rue Maubué, as well as a sizeable property in the country at Gentilly. This he would sell in 1707 in order to buy another, at Chatenay, with courtyard, garden, and six bedrooms, which he retained until his death on 1 January 1722. In Pâris he ran two berlins – a four-wheeled covered carriage with an external seat behind for the footman. On 27 January 1709 he married his daughter off to his own mirror-image: Pierre-François Mignot, the son of a merchant and now – like himself – a conseiller du Roi (or King’s Counsel) and an important official in the Chambre des Comptes. As a dowry he gave Catherine the house in the rue Maubué, plus 60,000 livres, plus a pearl necklace and a diamond, together worth 5,000 livres, plus a ‘bottom drawer’ of conjugal necessities worth a further 1,000. This was the dowry gift of a wealthy man. When he died, his estate was worth 367,845 livres, all paid – of which Zozo would get a third. Though he very nearly didn’t.




Such wealth did not derive solely from his official post at the Chambre des Comptes. Having sold his notary’s practice Voltaire’s father had continued to work as a freelance legal consultant to wealthy clients. And he was also a money-lender. In those days of the most rudimentary banking arrangements, it was customary for the rich to make money by lending to the needy, and the posher the needy the better. He had lent the duchesse de Saint-Simon fifty écus (the equivalent of 150 livres) back in 1689 – for godmotherly services rendered? – but she had proved an unreliable debtor and the IOU was still among his papers when he died. Other debtors, however, must have contributed to the Arouet fortune and paid good rates of interest. And his youngest son would later follow most profitably in his usurious footsteps.




Thus by the summer of 1701 Zozo had moved into a beautiful courtyard at the heart of the best of all possible cities. One of his neighbours was the writer Nicolas Boileau (or Boileau-Despréaux). Born in 1636, the son of an official in the Pâris parlement, he had studied law at the Sorbonne and become an advocate. But when he inherited on his father’s death in 1657 he was then able to devote himself to literature. In 1674 he published his Art poétique, a didactic poem in four cantos modelled on Horace’s Ars poetica and which later achieved comparable status as the authoritative statement of neo-classical aesthetics in France. Accordingly Boileau is often seen as the founding father of French literary criticism. He knew the great writers of the seventeenth century as friends – Racine, Molière, La Fontaine, etc. – and his election to the Académie Française in 1684, at the behest of Louis XIV, set the seal on an illustrious career. And there he lived, just across the way: the lawyer who had legislated for poetry. Voltaire’s mother knew him, albeit judging him to be rather a silly man for one who had written such a good poem, and there is every reason to suppose that her son, too, met him and was thrilled to rub shoulders with such a celebrity.



Another neighbour was the abbé Nicolas Gédoyn. Appointed a canon of the Sainte-Chapelle at the age of thirty-four, he had moved into the courtyard during the same year as the Arouets. He was a man of considerable talent, devoted to classical literature, and became noted for his translation of Quintillian. He, too, was elected to the Académie Française, in 1719. His writings on antiquity suggest that he took a fairly liberal view in theological matters, and the oft-repeated rumour that it was he, and not Châteauneuf, who had played the leading male role in Ninon de Lenclos’s sixtieth-birthday celebrations suggests that he was viewed as not unduly austere in his moral conduct either. But the fact that he was actually thirteen at the time shows just how unreliable rumour can be … or that Ninon tended to the economical in the statement of her years … or that perhaps her seventieth-birthday party had been no less memorable than her sixtieth.


Such was the ambience in which the young Voltaire lived out his early childhood: a domain of wealth, position, prestige, intellectual and literary distinction – and adult fun. He noted later5 how his father’s connections had brought them both into contact with all the leading literary figures of the day, not only the immortal Boileau but many whose names were soon to be forgotten. But we know almost nothing of the realities of Zozo’s early domestic life. A former maid recalled subsequently, in 1744, how she had finally managed to get his elder brother Armand to have some bad teeth extracted by getting him drunk on champagne, but no such anecdotes have survived to illuminate Voltaire’s tender years. As to his early education, we can only surmise that an array of private tutors provided him with the rudiments of learning. Châteauneuf continued to look after his interests, teaching him both what he needed to know and perhaps one or two things that he did not. Into the former category fell the writing of verse, in those days an accomplishment as essential to a gentleman as needlework or singing was to a lady. Like a capacity to dance the minuet, it was a sign of being well-bred. From a very young age, it seems, Châteauneuf had the boy reciting poetry – notably the verse fables of La Fontaine, which represented a particularly ‘modern’ choice for the time – and he was soon teaching him how to write it as well. Legends have sprung up about Zozo’s precocious abilities in this domain, in particular how he could recite a seventy-line poem at the age of three (a total of 560 syllables, to be precise). What is clear is that he liked to compete as a versifier with his brother, who was nine years older, and was actively encouraged by his family to do so. To compete and win!




What emerges no less clearly is that Châteauneuf–and he an abbé – saw it as his godfatherly role to introduce the boy to religious scepticism at an early age, as though inoculating him against the very doctrines that he himself had had to study. In this respect he was a so-called libertin, as free in his theology as he was in his interpretation of Christian morality. The poem which Zozo is supposed to have learnt by heart at the age of three – but which he almost certainly did read and learn some time before he was ten – was called La Moïsade, an anonymous mock-epic of satirical intent in which Moses is presented as a shrewd politician founding a false religion purely as a means to hold sway over a credulous people. The poem begins: ‘A teaching so irrelevant/Shall not my doubts destroy:/With empty sophism thou shalt not/My reason fool nor try./The human mind wants proof more clear/Than any priestly platitude.’ At the evident risk of considerable oversimplification, the fifteen million words that Voltaire wrote over the ensuing eighty years were an obstinate repetition of those six simple lines. But what matters is that he did not just repeat the message, he also acted on it and exemplified it. ‘Jean-Jacques [Rousseau] writes for the sake of writing,’ he would comment (unfairly) in 1767. ‘Me, I write to get things done.”6




One final detail from Zozo’s childhood is suggestive in this regard, a story that continues to be handed down from generation to generation by his descendants (through his sister Catherine’s branch of the Arouets), the Dompierre d’Hornoy family. According to this tradition,7 Zozo was also known as ‘le petit volontaire’, meaning that he was a ‘determined little thing’. For them this is why he later called himself’Voltaire’ (though, as we shall see, there are other explanations). Be that as it may, the baby who had refused to die was proving quite a handful, and like many youngest children he had had to learn to fight his corner. And the fame of his emerging talents was such that none other than Ninon de Lenclos asked to see him. Some time in the autumn of 1704 Châteauneuf took Zozo to meet her and to recite a few lines of his own verse. The young boy was appalled by the sight of this shrivelled old lady with black and yellow skin who looked ‘like a mummy’,8 but she must have been impressed by him. A few days later she wrote a will that included a bequest of a thousand francs (then synonymous with livres, in the feminine) – to be spent on books (or livres in the masculine). A very large sum for a very small boy, so large indeed that his father never let him get his hands on it until after he himself had died. And since it took five years for his estate to be wound up, Zozo was in his early thirties before he could spend the money. By which time he had amassed a considerable quantity of his own.




When Châteauneuf took his godson to meet this living legend – just in time, for she died within the year – the life of the youngest Arouet had undergone a radical change. His father had just packed him off to boarding-school, to the Collège Louis-le-Grand, situated near the top of the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève and just across from the Palais du Luxembourg – beside the future Panthéon. François Arouet had decided that it was time to let the professionals deal with ‘le petit volontaire’. On his way up the social ladder the ambitious lawyer had registered a coat-of-arms, and the shield – which his family had been sporting unofficially for the past two centuries – comprised three flames (’d’or à flammes de gueules’). For in the local dialect of Poitou ‘arrouer’ meant ‘to burn’. And Voltaire would later adopt this coat-of-arms, no doubt wryly aware that its flames bore some resemblance to the fires of Hell – and, as we learn in Candide, to the flames depicted on the headgear worn by victims of the Holy Inquisition. Zozo may have been baptized twice and he may have had an abbé for a godfather, but the devil in him was not so easily to be exorcized. Perhaps the Jesuits at the Collège Louis-le-Grand could do better. For theirs was the best school in France and therefore – as Dr Pangloss might have said – in the whole world.








CHAPTER TWO




Of Priests and Poets (1704–1711)




 What became of young Arouet among the Jesuits







YOUNG FRANÇOIS-MARIE AROUET entered the Collège (now Lycée) Louis-le-Grand as a boarder in the autumn of 1704, when he was officially nine and unofficially ten. The former Zozo now signed himself’Arouet’, which was much more grown-up. The education was free, but his father had to pay 400 francs (or livres) a year for the accommodation. Not an impossible sum, but enough to ensure a certain exclusivity. Especially when it went up to 500 francs five years later after a change of headmaster (or ‘Recteur’).




But why was he at a Jesuit college at all when his elder brother Armand, now fifteen, was being educated elsewhere at the Jansenist college of Saint-Magloire? Jansenism was a religious doctrine derived from the works of St Augustine by Cornelius Jansen, or Jansenius (1585–1638), Bishop of Ypres (then in the Spanish Netherlands), and expounded in his Augustinus, published posthumously in 1640. Adherents – among them the tragedian Jean Racine and the mathematician and thinker Blaise Pascal – had been attracted to the moral austerity of the doctrine. For Jansenists, human beings are incapable of discerning what is good without the help of divine grace. To seek salvation by ‘good works’ is an illusory pursuit, for in our ‘freedom’ we may be sinning further. Self-denial and submission to God’s will are key. This moral austerity found especial favour among the magistrates of the parlements, including Voltaire’s father.




But in 1704 the political tide was running strongly against the Jansenists. Louis XIV regarded them as subversive, if not republican, and throughout the last twenty years of his reign he persecuted them with the same vigour as French Protestants (the so-called Huguenots). The centre of Jansenist thinking – the Cistercian monastery and convent at Port-Royal, not far from Versailles – was abolished by papal bull in 1708, with the remaining nuns being forcibly evicted by the police in 1709, the buildings razed in 1710, and the bodies in the graveyard provocatively dug up and dispersed in 1711. In 1713, at Louis’s behest, a further papal bull,Unigenitus Dei Filius, condemned the teaching of the leading Jansenist, Pasquier Quesnel, thus setting the scene for a struggle between parlements and crown that lasted until the Revolution of 1789.
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 A French theatre in the eighteenth century



In sending his younger son to the Collège Louis-le-Grand, François Arouet had decided to row with the prevailing tide. It may also be, of course, that his elder son was beginning to show signs of the unnerving religious ardour that would later have him roaming round cemeteries in quasi-ecstatic convulsions, and that his father had determined that one Jansenist fanatic was quite enough for any family. Or else he considered himself to have climbed still further up the social ladder since Armand had been dispatched to school and now wanted François-Marie (not to mention himself) to have the benefit of the influential friendships and contacts that attendance at such an illustrious institution would bring. And just how influential these connections were can be inferred from the fact that the change of leadership that led to the introduction of higher fees arose from the departure of the Recteur, Père Le Tellier, to become father confessor to the King at Versailles (succeeding Père La Chaise, of cemetery fame).

The Jesuits were in the political ascendant in France, and a Jesuit education seemed a sure passport to success. Not so much an old-school-tie network as a cassock conspiracy to maintain power and influence through the advancement – and consequent loyalty – of the brightest men in France. And abroad. For at that time the Jesuits directed some 700 schools throughout the world. Founded in 1534 by St Ignatius Loyola, the so-called Society of Jesus was especially noted for its missionary zeal, which meant that its members not only educated the pagan in their own lands but also brought the cleverest back to France for a glimpse of true civilization. Thus at Louis-le-Grand, for example, where about 10 per cent of the pupils were either not French or born of French parents living abroad, Arouet met boys from all over the known world. Many came from the eastern Mediterranean – Greece, Syria, Armenia – to be equipped with an education that would allow them to return and serve the King’s (and the Jesuits’) interests in the Levant. A few even came from China, baffling their fellow-pupils with their strange way of talking.


But the other 90 per cent were home-grown and, for the most part, bred in the purple. In the French parlance of the day, they belonged either to the noblesse d’épée (nobility of the sword), the ancient aristocracy who had gained their titles predominantly in the military service of the king, or to the noblesse de robe, those more recently ennobled and who owed their advancement to administrative service on behalf of the king – and thus wore the robes of officialdom and professional qualification. Accordingly, by the time he left school, Arouet was friends for life with boys who would become: a senior official in the Rouen parlement (Cideville); the senior judge presiding over the Dijon parlement (Fyot de la Marche); the Minister of Foreign Affairs between 1744 and 1747 (the marquis d’Argenson); and the Minister for War between 1743 and 1757 (his younger brother, the comte d’Argenson). The comte d’Argental – who, though only eleven when Arouet eventually left school, turned out to be perhaps his truest friend – became a Pârisian lawyer of distinction and a diplomat at the French court. The future due de Richelieu went on to a glorious military (and amorous) career and became a maréchal de France.



Viewed from today’s perspective, life at Louis-le-Grand may seem hard, even to those who have attended West Point Military Academy or a British public school. Admittedly those of unimpeachably blue blood could bring their own servants, which saved them having to pick things up, and of course there was a blessed absence of rugby and hockey. But there were prayers and masses and sundry devotions sufficient to test the most hardened of knees and the very highest of boredom thresholds. For seven long years Arouet followed a régime that was designed to lick even the most recalcitrant young lordling into shape. The day began at 5 a.m., with prayers, quiet study and the recitation of material learnt by rote. From 7.30 a.m., lessons. Mass was celebrated at 10, followed by lunch and recreation. Lessons began again at 2 p.m. Supper was at 6 p.m., followed by further recreation. Then came more testing of rote-learning. The day ended with prayers and readings from the Scriptures before lights out at 9 p.m. And presumably total exhaustion. Sundays were not quite so bad, though Mass was said twice. Confession followed by communion was obligatory at least once a month, but everyone was encouraged to present himself weekly. And all had to take their turn as altar-boys, thereby allowing posterity to entertain the pleasant image of an angelic teenage Voltaire piously attending a priest in the performance of his holy duties. From time to time the boys were obliged to participate in weeklong retreats, which must certainly have made normal lessons seem rivetingly exciting. During such retreats they were completely cut off from the outside world and devoted the entirety of their time to religious devotion. After his last one, in May 1711, Arouet informed his close friend Fyot de la Marche (who had had the good fortune to go home early) that he had just sat through fifty sermons.


The boys were supervised with a ceaseless vigilance born of hard-won experience and a healthy respect for the devil and his works. Corporal punishment was extensively administered, and with a degree of vigour that (according to Voltaire’s later testimony) varied from the violently cruel to the gently erotic. When not under the attentive eye of the teachers (or ‘regents’), the young male élite of France was watched over by ‘prefects’ at every moment of the day – and night. Divided into smallish groups, the boys slept in dormitories, together with a young priest whose job was as much pastoral as custodial. Needless to say, such pastoral relationships could become intensely intimate, and after a school inspection in 1708 the inspectors felt obliged to recommend to the priests that they refrain from embracing the children – ‘at least in public if they are unable to do so in private’.1 Nevertheless there was certainly some considerable measure of exaggeration, not to say a wicked desire to shock, when Voltaire subsequently told the mother of Alexander Pope at a dinner party in Twickenham that if he suffered such constant ill health (as he then alleged) it was because he had been repeatedly sodomized at school.



But most priests are neither buggers nor sadists, and these pastoral relationships could mutate into adult friendships. One such dormitory prefect, Father Thoulier, later corresponded regularly with Voltaire, though not before he had left the Jesuit order and become a writer, as the abbé d’Olivet. Indeed, in one respect at least, he may even have been a role model. The letters u and v being identical in Latin, d’Olivet’s pseudonym represented an almost anagrammatic version of Thoulier – just as ‘Voltaire’ is thought by many to derive from a rearrangement of Arouet Li., where Li. is short for le jeune’, or the younger. Voltaire never explained the reasons behind his choice of pseudonym, and this particular name-game is un-winnable. But some participants – who don’t like the ‘petit volontaire’ theory either – see in ‘Voltaire’ a reversal of ‘Airvault’, the town in Poitou from which the Arouets hailed.


Latin, of course, played a central part in the syllabus at Louis-le-Grand, which was the standard Jesuit syllabus then followed throughout France and its colonies. ‘Latin and a lot of nonsense’, as the former pupil put it himself many years later in his Dictionnaire pbilosophique (Philosophical Dictionary). For the Jesuits, Latin was not just the language of Virgil and Cicero and a necessary part of a gentleman’s ‘classical’ education. It was also the language of the Mass and the medium in which Christians everywhere – or at least Roman Catholics – might communicate across national boundaries, the lingua franca of God’s universal church on earth. For this reason Ancient Greek was neglected, whereas Latin was taught as a living language, to be deployed in prose and verse and on any number of edifying and often sacred topics. The results were not necessarily literary masterpieces. Voltaire later recalled a teacher’s own Latin poem about St Francis Xavier calming a raging tempest by casting his crucifix into the deep only for a god-fearing crab miraculously to return it. But the idea was to encourage facility of expression and active language-use rather than the sterile acquisition of endless grammatical rules. The rest of the syllabus – the ‘nonsense’ – has a very unenlightened look to it: endless theology, the barest smattering of history and geography, no modern languages or natural sciences. Things got better in the pupil’s penultimate year, when there was a strong emphasis on literature and especially poetry, which young Arouet loved. In the final year they focused (or not) on ‘philosophy’ – a mixture of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas – which a less young Arouet found futile and uninteresting. Especially as René Descartes was resolutely refused admission on to the syllabus. For the boys must be protected against the pernicious example of this Jesuit-educated philosopher (1596–1650) who had fled France for Protestant Holland in his early thirties and there devoted himself to the independent pursuit of truth. Worse, his Discourse on Method (1637) proclaimed that his Jesuit education had left him with nothing but doubt.




The lessons at Louis-le-Grand took various forms. Sometimes a ‘regent’ would lecture to very large groups, numbering well over a hundred. At other times the pupils would be split up into groups of ten, like Roman soldiers (decuria), with one pupil being put in charge (a decurion); and the groups would compete with each other in debate and tested performance. As in the Arouet household a spirit of competition was strongly fostered, and the gift of the gab was at a premium. It was as though everyone had to grow up to be a silver-tongued barrister. Indeed there were many actual competitions, formal public occasions attended by doting parents and other adults. There was no question of everyone having prizes (except perhaps in Heaven, though even then …): only the best would do, and only the best would win. The successful entries were preserved for the school archives. In the realm of literature the objective was thus not only that the boys should come to love and appreciate fine writing but that they should be able to produce it as well, in verse as in prose. In this respect Châteauneuf’s earlier efforts as godfather-cum-tutor must have stood his godson in excellent stead as a future competitor.




At the top end of the school the teaching was of a quality to match these ambitions. In addition to regents and prefects the staff included other priests called scriptores, a combination of academic scholar and writer-in-residence who would share erudition, enthusiasm and skills with these highly privilèged – and fortunate – boys. Young Arouet, who stood out for his quick and enquiring mind, was in close and regular contact with such men, whose additional function was to step outside the official syllabus as and when the pupil in question was intelligent enough – and of sufficiently robust moral character – to be able to cope with the unorthodox. The Jesuits prided themselves on their intellectual acumen and on their ability to situate themselves at the cutting edge of contemporary thinking, in all domains, secure in their faith no matter what reason might throw at them. One scriptor to whom Arouet was particular close, Father Tournemine, had made it his business to get to know the leading freethinkers of the day. He mixed and debated with deists (who believed in God but not that God ‘revealed’ Himself to us, whether in the person of Jesus Christ or the Prophet Mohammed) and atheist ‘materialists’ (who believed that matter is eternal and that the universe owes nothing to divine agency). Tournemine was a kind of specialist on freethinking, which was why he was made editor of the Jesuit periodical, the Mémoires (or Journal) de Trévoux. The idea was to engage the ‘enemy’ on its own intellectual terrain and rout it. One can imagine the effect that conversations with such a man must have had on the young Voltaire, and why he found the standard final-year syllabus so tedious and unconvincing.




France was then engaged in the War of the Spanish Succession, and rather unsuccessfully so. As British schoolchildren used to be taught, these were the years of BROM: the first Duke of Marlborough’s stirring victories at Blenheim (1704), Ramillies (1706), Oudenarde (1708) and Malplaquet (1709). The first months of 1709 had brought the severest of winters – rivers were frozen solid, and even the sea turned to ice along the French coast – so that agricultural shortages would follow hard on the heels of military defeat and its crippling economic cost. The population of Pâris was reduced by a fifth, and the city itself severely flooded in the ensuing thaw.2 Autumn-sown crop seed had rotted in the ground, the kingdom had been invaded, Lille was besieged and taken … In short, France was in crisis. And fifteen-year-old Arouet would engage in long debates about the military and political issues with another of his teachers, Father Porée, who recalled later how Arouet had ‘weighed the mighty interests of Europe in his little scales’.3 Born in 1676, Charles Porée had been ordained in 1706, and after two years at Rouen (where Tournemine had also taught), he had only recently been posted to Louis-le-Grand. With Father Lejay he was to be one of the two regents in charge of those in their penultimate year. At Louis-le-Grand – and throughout France for at least another two centuries – this year was known as the Classe de Rhétonque. But whereas Lejay was a cantankerous and unpopular teacher, Porée was young, broad-minded and fun.




In May 1709 the nervous and starving people of Pâris took to the streets to pay homage to the city’s patron saint, Sainte Geneviève, and to enlist her support. The reliquary containing the alleged relics of this sixth-century shepherdess and having the appearance of a miniature church (made of precious metals and considered a masterpiece of thirteenth-century crafts manship) was paraded along a traditional route from the church that bears her name on the Montagne Sainte-Geneviève (now the site of the Panthéon) down to the cathedral of Notre-Dame. A huge throng – including parlement dignitaries and senior churchmen, nobles both local and foreign, and anyone from a merchant to a scoundrel – besought her beneficent intervention in the agricultural and military affairs of the nation, not to mention their own. Just as they had for centuries past. Even Erasmus thought he had been cured by such a procession, at the end of the fifteenth century (though the ceremony then had been brought on by the Seine bursting its banks). There had been forty-four such parades in the course of the sixteenth century, occasioned by more bad weather or the ghastly scourge of the Huguenots. But the custom had then begun to lapse. In the course of the seventeenth century there had been only seven, the last being in the year of Voltaire’s birth (which Sainte Geneviève must have had cause to regret). After May 1709 there would be only one more.4




As usual this kind of occasion called for some versifying, and Father Lejay set the example to his pupils by composing a Latin ode in honour of the said saint. Perhaps prompted by Father Porée, Arouet decided to write a French version in imitation and completed it during the school year 1709–10. Though quaint to our eyes and not without technical and stylistic blemish, this ode – of eleven ten-line stanzas in octosyllabic metre and a complex rhyme scheme – demonstrates no little verve and ingenuity in deploying the hackneyed rhetoric of the day: the glorious and munificent saint, the humble and penitent poet who has but the gift of his words to offer her, the fervent hope that there might soon be an end to famine and cruel war, and a curious but wholly typical blend of classical mythology and Christian piety. His teachers were so impressed – and so keen to impress the outside world with what their school could produce – that they had it printed and circulated as the work of ‘François Arouet, Étudiant en Rhétorique, et Pensionnaire au Collège Louis-le-Grand’. This was Voltaire’s first publication. Yet he would never again accept authorship of it: such claptrap could not be acknowledged by the sworn enemy of superstition and mob-bewitching mumbo-jumbo. And, had he lived to see it, he would no doubt have approved heartily when, after the 1789 Revolution (which outlawed Christianity), the reliquary was sent to be melted down at the Mint (recently built in the street, beside where the Arouets used to live) and Sainte Geneviève’s alleged body parts were incinerated and scattered on the waters of the river.5




Young Arouet was now the star of the school. At the end of his year of ‘rhetoric’ he was awarded first prize for both Latin discourse and Latin verse composition. His official reward was a sumptuous book on the history of the religious wars in sixteenth-century France. And who should be there in the audience at prize-giving but Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, perhaps the leading poet of the day. Rousseau (no relation of Jean-Jacques) later recalled how he had asked to be introduced to this prodigy and met a boy ‘of sixteen or seventeen’ – little did he realize how right he was to be so approximate, even though he had overestimated by a year – who had ‘rather an unattractive face but a sharp, alert look in his eye’.6 While the star pupil had won the prize for Latin, the publication of his ode had demonstrated the high regard in which his talent for French verse was also held. And the regard was yet higher after a retired soldier came to the Jesuits to ask their help in composing a poem to petition the Grand Dauphin, Louis de France, the King’s only son and heir. This soldier had served in the Grand Dauphin’s regiment and was seeking alms to alleviate his destitution. The task was delegated to young Arouet, who promptly provided fourteen enterprisingly rhymed and metrically skilful lines of flattery, humility and erudite allusion. They did the trick. The soldier got his money, and both news and evidence of the schoolboy’s rapidly growing reputation had now reached Versailles.



The annual prize-giving at Louis-le-Grand, which took place in August, was the occasion of a school tradition that may have shaped young Arouet’s destiny more than anything else, certainly in the literary sphere. For it was customary for the boys to put on a play. Indeed not just one play, but two – and a ballet in between. First would come a tragedy, or at least a serious drama: often in Latin, and sometimes in French. After the ‘interval’, a comedy, usually in French. The ballet – which had long been a traditional part of any theatrical programme throughout the seventeenth century – allowed those young gentlemen who were nimble on their feet to show their paces and a well-turned calf, especially when professionals from the Opéra were brought in to coach them. The plays were written by the teachers themselves, and each year they would choose from a well-tried repertoire. The school would be turned upside-down for weeks as preparations were made. Occasionally, when some new writing talent joined the staff, further plays would be added to the repertoire – as happened on the arrival of Father Porée, whose new comedy brought the house down. Needless to say, such goings-on were the subject of much slanderous talk about the worldliness and even the immorality of the Jesuits, but their pedagogical purpose was clear: to encourage the boys to feel and understand these literary texts (and attendant moral issues) from the inside and to appreciate their detail and complexity more deeply. Again, the emphasis was on doing and not just on learning and analysing. And for those who took part, the training in deportment and elocution was invaluable, not to mention the boost to their confidence as public speakers and performers.


The event was staged out-of-doors, in the main courtyard of the school, in order to accommodate a large stage and a very large (mixed) audience drawn from the cream of French society and consisting also of many monks and priests for whom such revelry would have provided a welcome contrast to their quotidian routine. The weather in August was usually secure, but at Arouet’s last prize-giving (on 5 August 1711) the clouds looked ominous. Father Porée duly prayed to the deity for metereological clemency, only to be answered in mid-prayer by a torrential downpour, much to the amusement of his pupils and sceptics everywhere. We have no evidence about young Arouet’s own participation in these schoolboy theatricals, but what is certain is that he came to love the theatre more than almost anything in his life. We know also that in the latter stages of his school career he tried his hand at writing a tragedy,Amulius et Numitor, based on the story of Romulus and Remus. He later destroyed the manuscript: the two short fragments that survive suggest that he was probably right to do so. But he would soon manage better. And the boy who had collapsed in helpless mirth on reading Molière’s Amphitryon at the age of eleven would not restrict himself to tragedies.




François Arouet was now about to leave school. His last year – the ‘Classe de Philosophic’ – brought no prizes, and indeed in May 1711 he failed the oral examination during which he was supposed to defend his dissertation. Asked to resit the oral, he pleaded a headache, got his father to sign a sick-note, and left the dissertation to defend itself. And so he ceased formally to be a pupil at Louis-le-Grand on 6 August 1711. But it must be said that he had informally been weaning himself off official Jesuit nourishment for some time. As we have seen, his meeting with Ninon de Lenclos – and all that she represented – occurred shortly after he first joined the school in the autumn of 1704. Châteauneuf, his godfather, died in 1708 but not before introducing him to the leading freethinkers who would play such an important role in his early adulthood. And like all schoolboys – especially those who live in Pâris during the holidays – he was keen to explore what lay beyond the school walls. To do so, it would seem that he needed more money than his father was prepared to allow him. At the age of thirteen he had borrowed 500 livres (more than his father was then paying in fees) from a woman called Thomas and was eventually pursued for the debt when he reached his majority (aged twenty-five), at which point he pleaded unsuccessfully that his innocence (sic) had been abused. In his final year at school, Voltaire later claimed,7 he approached a pawnbroker with a view to borrowing money on the book prize he had won the previous August. It so happened that two crucifixes – people will pawn anything – were positioned on either side of the man, and young Arouet could not resist remarking that it would be more appropriate to have only one and to place it ‘between two robbers’. By which, of course, he meant himself and the money-lender. Seeing the latter’s anger, he beat a hasty retreat, but was soon caught up by the man, whose business sense had recovered its customary superiority over his emotions. Offered a six-month loan against the book at a punitive rate of 10% interest (the payments to be deducted in advance), François accepted – the prostitute, the gaming-table or some pressing creditor clearly could not wait – and he was very cross six months later when he discovered that the pawnbroker had disappeared. The book was worth four or five times what he had borrowed (the Jesuits gave handsome prizes). Result: an extra-curricular lesson in life. The schoolboy was evidently clever enough to keep this alternative life sufficiently secret from his father and teachers for there to have been no talk of either disinheritance (yet) or expulsion (ever). He was well respected and even admired by the likes of Father Porée, and he in turn retained considerable affection and respect for them. They had imbued him with a love of literature – and the secrets of how to write it – that would prove to be the most valuable of lifelong gifts. Inevitably the question also arises as to what part his school education played in his subsequent intellectual development. It would be simplistic to argue that it had put him off religion. In fact it seems, perhaps surprisingly, that the kind of Christianity preached and taught by the Jesuits at Louis-le-Grand was not so far removed from the deist beliefs that the mature Voltaire would come to profess and defend. For like the Jesuits he, too, believed in the existence of God – doggedly, and in the teeth of all manner of evidence that pointed to a contrary conclusion. Moreover the catechism everyone learnt at school was of a kind that played down the more supernatural or miraculous aspects of the Christian story. Long before a recent Bishop of Durham caused consternation (and perhaps thunderbolts) by suggesting that biblical accounts of the Virgin Birth and even the Resurrection are not to be taken literally, this particular catechism – the so-called Canisius catechism – makes little mention of original sin or Hell or even of Christ’s Passion, let alone the Holy Spirit. Though they belonged to the Society of Jesus, the Jesuits in their teaching laid greater emphasis on God the heavenly Father, a compassionate deity with a broad understanding of human frailty and a limitless capacity to forgive us our sins. Accordingly their faith and pedagogic practice were characterized by an urbane intellectual and moral flexibility that had long since made them the implacable enemies of the Jansenists – and which now left its unmistakable mark on Arouet le jeune.




But we must not overemphasize this debt. During the last few weeks of his stay at the school it was rumoured that he and his friend Fyot de la Marche were thinking of training for the priesthood and becoming Jesuits themselves. If not a joke, the rumour suggests at the very least that Arouet’s extramural activities had not become widely known. But in a letter to his absent classmate the future Voltaire is categoric: the pair of them are ‘much too clever to do such a stupid thing’.8 The boys at Louis-le-Grand were educated not only to know but to do. And to do well. Obviously it was hoped that many would be so strengthened in their religious beliefs and so thoroughly persuaded of the merits of being a Jesuit that they would in their turn be ordained and join the Order. But even those who remained unfrocked could serve the cause of God, the King, and the Society of Jesus. Young Arouet learnt to compete, to succeed, to write verse, and to think for himself, but it is doubtful if any member of the aforesaid trinity later benefited from these skills or these talents. ‘Devoured by a thirst for celebrity’, as his own father confessor put it,9 Zozo-François was all set to do his own thing.








CHAPTER THREE




White Nights and Early Nights (1711–1718)




 How François fell in love and out of favour







YOUNG FRANÇOIS AROUET now returned to live full time in the beautiful courtyard of the Palais de Justice, at the heart of the French legal establishment. It was time to think of a career, and for his father there was only one: the law. His son, however, wanted to be a poet. As he gazed across the family garden at the figure of Nicolas Boileau, he must have thought: he managed it, so why not I? But Boileau had had to wait for his father to die before he could swap the tedium of the brief for the delights of the rhyming couplet. If only … But François was not Oedipus. At least not yet.




Biographers are sometimes criticized for reading their subjects’ lives backwards and finding causes and patterns that are the chimerical products of hindsight. But in the case of Voltaire it is difficult to escape the conclusion that the child was father to the man. His probable biological father was a versifier and his official father a lawyer. His godfather taught him poetry, and his family lived in the middle of the Pâris parlement. He would become the greatest French dramatist and epic poet of his century, and he would later be acclaimed as the first human-rights campaigner of the modern era. Literature and law were the systole and diastole of his vitality, the positive and negative of his seemingly limitless energy as he strove in language and action to flout and reform the status quo. With his fifteen million words, give or take a few, Voltaire would change the rules.



But first he had to contend with his father. A poet? After all that education? Did the boy intend to be a wastrel? To be a burden on his family? To die a pauper? Nowadays a long Romantic tradition has caused us to think of poets as private dreamers, ill-adapted to social intercourse and the horrors of a materialist world but thereby guardians of value and the messengers of our common soul. In 1711 François senior would have viewed a young poet as a modern parent might view an aspirant television celebrity. Where was the job security, the intellectual seriousness, the moral worth? Was his second ‘son’ going to end up like Rochebrune, a purveyor of ephemeral satires and sundry ditties of ill repute? For that was the likeliest scenario. How plausible is it ever for a parent to imagine that their offspring may become a celebrated writer, fit to be compared with those recent masters, Corneille and Racine, and even with those incomparable ancient models, Sophocles and Virgil?


But for François junior, fresh out of school, oozing with self-confidence, and filled with ambition and teenage hormones that urged him to rebel, the future was there to be conquered, the present to be ridiculed, and the past to be outdone. Verse was as natural a medium then as a radio broadcast is for us, and poems would circulate in manuscript with the elusive ease of sound waves. For any piece of writing to be published in print meant ideally trying to obtain royal permission (the so-called privilège), which was granted after due vetting only to the most reputable works. It was still possible to be published without the privilège but by ‘tacit permission’ when the censor found no especial fault with the work but saw no reason of merit or exemplary piety for the king to grant it an imprimatur. This individual, a kind of licensed book-reviewer, was usually an expert in the relevant field and was appointed by the bureau in charge of state censorship. This body saw itself essentially as a standards watchdog, but of course one person’s standards are another’s oppression. And the oppressed will always find a way. Which is the major reason why approximately half the books published in French during the eighteenth century were published outside France.



Much material – whether in print or manuscript – was clandestine, and circulated under the more or less successful cover of anonymity. Controlling this particular media output was difficult and required a vigilant police force, supported by a network of informers. Just as today a satirical weekly might pride itself on the number of libel actions it attracts, so in early eighteenth century France a young writer might seek to make a name for himself precisely by daring the authorities to act, sailing close to the wind of retribution before running with the safe breeze of celebrity. Such retribution could take the form of being asked to leave Pâris and to endure for a time the relative obscurity and potential tedium of the provinces, or it could take the rather more inhibiting form of imprisonment – without trial – in the Bastille. Sometimes, in such circumstances, it was better to leave the country. And one had to be careful not to be condemned for another’s misdemeanours. Like Jean-Baptiste Rousseau, exiled on 7 April 1712 for satirical verses he had not written (though he had written many others). As Rousseau subsequently warned his young admirer and protégé, innocence was no guarantee of justice. And just because you got away with an epigram that you had indeed written, that did not mean you would not be brought down by one you hadn’t.


Such were some of the dangers that Arouet père could no doubt foresee, and against which he would prove powerless to protect his brilliant, headstrong son, his ‘petit volontaire’. If only he would learn a proper profession. At first the school-leaver reluctantly agreed to attend the École de Droit (the Pâris law school), with a view to training as a barrister. But his worst fears were soon confirmed. ‘What put me off studying law,’ he later told his friend the marquis d’Argenson in 1739, ‘was the vast amount of useless rubbish they wanted to load into my brain. “Get to the point”, that’s my motto.’1 Which, of course, is what a motto does.



By way of compensation for this arid study, the student frequented his friends at Le Temple. This particular temple was in fact a sanctuary of freethinking. Originally a late twelfth-century fortified lodge belonging to the Knights Templar, the building had been taken over by the Knights of St John of Malta, demolished (apart from its famous keep where Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette were later held prisoner) and then graced with a beautiful residence in 1667 by the Grand Prior of the Order. This was Philippe de Vendôme, grandson of Henri IV and a law unto himself. Or at least he was until Louis exiled him in 1706. The assembly of buildings at Le Temple (on the Right Bank, north-north-east of the Châtelet) enjoyed special legal status as a place of asylum, and the police were debarred from entering. This made it an ideal refuge for debtors, and a haven for freethinkers of especially epicurean habits – like the sundry debauchees whom the exiled Grand Prior and his unexiled elder brother, the due de Vendôme, had gathered around them. As Versailles grew ever more pious under the influence of Louis XIV’s morganatic second wife, Mme de Maintenon, Le Temple was a place where a person could count on some old-style royal and aristocratic fun.


Young Arouet had been introduced into this dangerous company by his godfather, Châteauneuf, and later recalled how impressed he had been to see these high-born subversives breaking wine glasses with their teeth.2 One in particular, the abbé Chaulieu, now in his seventies, brought a veneer of aesthetic respectability to the proceedings by celebrating them in accomplished verse. For the habitués of Le Temple, as for European high society in general, poetic composition was a form of elegant and witty social intercourse, a means of demonstrating intelligent superiority over the prosaic and the utilitarian. Moreover Chaulieu and his drinking-companions could recognize talent when they saw it. The débutant’s success was assured, and he continued to mix in this circle for several years. The due de Vendôme died in Spain in 1712, but after Louis XIV’s death in 1715 the Regent quickly recalled his friend, Philippe de Vendôme (who had by then turned sixty), and the parties at Le Temple continued as never before, fuelled by the brilliant young poet’s fearless satires.




François’s student life was like all student life: a candle burned at both ends without any concomitant enhancement of intellectual illumination in the middle. One story has him getting home so late that the parental door was locked in his face. Having decided to sleep in a sedan chair that was lying in the courtyard of the Palais de Justice, he was very surprised to wake up the next morning still in the same chair but now in a coffee-house down by the river and surrounded by the laughter of those who had transported him there. Another anecdote, later denied by Voltaire, has him receiving a very large sum of money (a hundred louis d’or, the equivalent of 2,400 livres) from the duchesse de Richelieu, his schoolfriend’s young wife, for helping her with her verse composition – not, it seems, a euphemism – and then spending it all on a carriage and horses, plus some smart livery for the driver. When he tried that same night to stable the horses with his father’s, at three o’clock in the morning, there was a terrible racket – and hell to pay. Father immediately sold the lot. No such luxury for François. At least not yet.




Arouet père now offered to buy the reluctant barrister a position so that he could begin to practise. When his son refused, he swallowed hard and offered to buy him an even more expensive royal office in the parlement, which would have brought with it the beginnings of noble entitlement. Surely any young bourgeois gentleman’s dream? The proud teenager merely observed that he intended to earn eminence by his own efforts, and without costing his father a penny. Undeterred but now beginning to yield to this stubborn refusal to be a lawyer, the well-connected father began to wonder about the possibility of a diplomatic career for his undiplomatic son. Following the end of the War of the Spanish Succession and the signing of the Treaty of Utrecht (n April 1713), a new French ambassador was about to be sent to The Hague: none other than the elder brother of the abbé Châteauneuf, François-Marie’s late godfather. The marquis de Châteauneuf needed a personal secretary: or rather he was persuaded that he did, and that young Arouet was just the man for the job.




Which he might have been but for Pimpette. Among the many French Huguenots taking refuge in Holland from the Protestant persecution in France there lived a certain Mme Dunoyer, who hailed from Nîmes but had sought refuge first in England and then in The Hague, where she now earned a living publishing a gossipy periodical called La Quintescence. Having married off one daughter to a rich old man in the time-honoured (and effective) way, she was now seeking to capitalize on her investment in a second daughter, Olympe, known as Pimpette. Alas for Mama, Pimpette and the former Zozo fell in love at first sight. She was a pretty 21-year-old – ‘fresh and toothsome’ like Candide’s beloved Cunégonde (before she went to the bad) – and he a charismatic figure of less obvious but not insignificant physical allure. ‘Thin, tall, dried-up and bony’ would be his unduly modest self-assessment three years later3 – and by ‘tall’ he probably meant about 5’ 10 in his stockinged feet, which was tall for his day.4 Theirs was a first love of true, implausible delight: they swore eternal allegiance and determined to be (unofficially) one. Why not come back to Pâris with me on the pretext that you want to convert to Catholicism? Needless to say, Mme Dunoyer was horrified when she heard: a penniless nineteen-year-old was not quite the pension fund she had in mind. When she promptly informed the new French ambassador of his young secretary’s behaviour, Châteauneuf was seriously alarmed at the prospect of a diplomatic incident at this very delicate moment in relations between France and its Protestant neighbours, not least because Mme Dunoyer might reveal all in her ghastly magazine. And indeed his fears were not unfounded since seven years later she published the young Frenchman’s love-letters to her daughter (he being now lucratively famous and she having edited out all unflattering references to herself).




The trainee diplomat was ordered home, but there was a delay as Châteauneuf awaited the arrival of an attaché who would escort him safely and chastely back to Pâris. In the interim the two lovers were placed under a form of house arrest: François was forbidden to leave the building, while Pimpette was required to sleep in her mother’s bed. But where there is a will – and an irresistible urge – there is a way. The intrepid Romeo climbed out of his window, hired a carriage and bore his beloved off for a few snatched, passionate hours in Scheveningen, a fishing-village near The Hague. Urges, of course, return, and he subsequently dispatched a parcel of men’s clothes to his pretty mistress, thereby enabling her admission to his room in the embassy – where they were no doubt removed. But soon, only too soon, the time came to leave, on 18 December, and François reached Pâris six days later, lovelorn and once again thwarted by the grown-ups. And how! Duly informed by Châteauneuf, Arouet senior had obtained a lettre de cachet against his son, the equivalent of a court order that he personally could administer and which authorized his son’s imprisonment in the Bastille. He had also disinherited him. Paternal patience had run out. Châteauneuf’s kindness in taking young François on had been sorely abused: just think of the public outcry that could have followed the leaking of a story about a young embassy official arriving straight from France and seducing an innocent Protestant girl while trying to convert her to the Church of Rome. The political consequences did not bear thinking about.




But, for his son, Pimpette certainly did bear thinking about. He tried for several weeks by letter and amorous entreaty to persuade her to come to Pâris, but good sense prevailed over romance in the mind of his mistress. After an affair with another young French man of letters, Guyot de Merville, she eventually married a certain M. de Winterfeld in 1721 and came to live in Pâris, where she promptly got into financial difficulty. With a generosity of heart and pocket that would subsequently prove entirely characteristic, her former lover bailed her out. But that was eight years later. Upon his return to Pâris on Christmas Eve 1713 the disgraced young diplomat wisely avoided returning immediately to the bosom of his family, and the said bosom duly calmed down, agreeing to commute the sentence of imprisonment in the Bastille to mere exile in the West Indies. His son had no choice but to accept. Perceiving his readiness to comply, Arouet père then went for the jugular. How about a total pardon if the reluctant barrister would agree to go and work for Maître Alain, a public prosecutor, in the Châtelet? Agreed.




In Candide, the philosophical tale that Voltaire published in 1759, one or” the central characters, Martin, is a Manichaean: that is, he believes, after the Persian philosopher Manes, that the world is governed by the equally powerful forces of good and evil. In other words, every cloud has a silver lining, it’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good, etc. More precisely put, for every dark hour that passes there is a bright spell of equivalent duration. At Maître Alain’s, the study of law continued to provide the sombre moments, but the silver lining came in the person of Nicolas Thiriot, a fellow sacrificial victim to the goddess Jurisprudence. Amiable, unreliable, but usually obliging, he would be one of Voltaire’s closest friends for over sixty years. He was a soul-mate: he loved poetry, quoted Virgil and Horace at the drop of a hat (as the educated then could but not necessarily did), and spent his money going to the theatre. Once again François had found literature at the heart of the law. Temporarily defeated but still unbowed, he continued to harbour his ambition to be a poet – as his father could well see. Reluctantly he was allowed to leave Maître Alain’s.



It was agreed that he should go and ‘think things over’ while staying with one of his father’s clients, the marquis de Saint-Ange, whose country seat (now vanished) was situated at Villecerf, near Fontainebleau. The marquis had previously played a central role in government as a member of Louis XIV’s ruling council, and the numerous, detailed accounts of court and political life at Versailles with which he regaled his many guests were avidly registered by a retentive twenty-year-old who would later write a history of the Sun King’s reign. More than that, the marquis had stories going back to the days of Henri IV (1553–1610), Henry of Navarre, the first Bourbon king of France and grandfather of Louis XIV. The French history of which young Arouet had learnt so little at school was here – in a château built by the earlier sixteenth-century king, François I – brought alive for him in the anecdotes and personal experiences of this influential man. As such, the marquis de Saint-Ange was ‘father’ to the Voltaire who would become not only the writer of a famous epic about the French nation but also the greatest French historian of the eighteenth century.




Louis XIV died on 1 September 1715. On the following day Arouet had not far to walk in order to attend in the parlement as the King’s will was read out in the presence of the new Regent. The succession had been complicated by the fact that the late king’s only son and heir, the so-called Grand Dauphin, Louis de France, had recently predeceased him, as had the Grand Dauphin’s son, Louis, due de Bourgogne, the so-called Dauphin. The latter’s brother, the due d’Anjou, had become Philip V of Spain in 1700. The new king was Louis XV, the Dauphin’s son and Louis XIV’s great-grandson, but being only five he could not rule. Hence the need for a Regent, who was Philippe, due d’Orléans (1674–1723), the grandson of Louis XIV’s only brother. Having listened to the proclamation of his great-uncle’s will, the new Regent refused to accept the restrictions placed on his power by the late king, a refusal tantamount to a coup d’état and endorsed by the parlement. In return for restoring the parlement’s right to make remonstrances about royal edicts before (rather than merely after) registering them, the new Regent was permitted to choose his own ruling council and to govern the nation. One week later Arouet attended the royal funeral and the passing of an era.




The Regency, which lasted effectively until Philippe’s death, was a period of economic recovery, relatively sound government at home, improved relations abroad (especially with England), and a moral permissiveness bordering on the dissolute. France had grown used to being ruled from Versailles by an ageing king and to heeding the pious tone set by Mme de Maintenon, whom Louis had secretly married shortly after his first wife, Maria Theresa, had died in 1683. Now the atmosphere changed radically as the country came under the direction of a man who lived in the Palais-Royal, at the heart of Pâris, and was widely known to indulge mightily in the pleasures of the table, the bottle and the flesh – including, it was no less commonly believed, the flesh of his daughter, the duchesse de Berry. Mme de Maintenon’s premarital royal role had been to educate the two illegitimate sons of Louis XIV and his mistress, Mme de Montespan. The elder of these, Louis-Auguste de Bourbon, due du Maine, had been legitimated by his father in 1714 and for a time looked likely to succeed to the throne as the King’s elder surviving son. (In the event Louis XIV’s will stipulated – in vain – that he share the powers of Regent with Philippe d’Orléans.) His wife and distant cousin, Louise de Bourbon, was the granddaughter of the Prince de Conde, a celebrated soldier of royal Bourbon blood and a patron and practitioner of belles-lettres. Louise – or Ludovise, as she preferred to be known – was a feisty blonde. Diminutive in size but commandingly regal in style, the irrepressible duchesse held court with her rather feckless and partly handicapped husband at Sceaux (near Zozo’s birthplace of Chatenay, just north of Pâris), where they had bought a château in 1699. After elaborate refurbishment and extension, their new mini-palace became a rival to Versailles as a focus of political ambitions and a literary salon that conferred considerable cachet. More often than not, the duke was absent, and the man of the house – who had been Ludovise’s lover for some years past – was the leading scientist, Nicolas de Malézieu, her husband’s former maths tutor.



Thanks to his budding reputation as a poet and wit, and thanks also to his contacts at Le Temple, the young Arouet had already begun to receive invitations to Sceaux a year or so after he left school. He remained a regular visitor until 1718, when the duchesse was temporarily imprisoned at the end of the year for conspiring with the Spanish ambassador to overthrow the Regent (the so-called Cellamare conspiracy). The château at Sceaux was the perfect setting for the innumerable balls and supper-parties which the duchesse was tireless in organizing. All-night entertainments became her speciality, the number and cost of the required candles being clearly no obstacle, and she dubbed these her ‘white nights’ by way of allusion to the festivities at the royal palace in St Petersburg where the summer sun literally never set. Twelve such occasions took place, the first on 31 July 1714, the last on 15 May 1715.


With aspirations to becoming queen of France, she liked to play the monarch, and she had founded her own Order of the Honey Bee (in 1703), of which she was the self-styled Queen Bee and ‘Perpetual Head’. Newly inducted members would swear an oath of allegiance before being presented with a medal attached to a yellow ribbon. The medal bore, on one side, her profile and, on the other, the image of a bee flying to its nest, together with an inscription in Italian that translates as ‘I may be small, but my sting is all the sharper’. Accordingly, all infringements against the rules of her elegant dictatorship were duly punished, one such forfeit being the telling of a story. The resulting improvised tale, generally involving the duchesse and others of the company, would be read out and copies of it subsequently distributed among the interested parties. Which is why a manuscript version of Voltaire’s first known conte, or tale, survived to be published: Le Crocheteur borgne (The One-Eyed Porter). Its thinly veiled sexual innuendoes suggest that the Queen Bee was not averse to being titillated by the erotic tale of a princess who is not unpleasurably raped by a man of the people in Baghdad (but mercifully only in his dreams). Just as long as the flirtatious young narrator kept his outrageous suggestions firmly wrapped in the cliched conventions of the newly fashionable oriental tale. ‘Thin, tall, dried-up and bony’ though he might have been, the new socialite on the scene commanded attention: a slim and supple frame, a well-turned calf, a moderately handsome face (albeit with a slightly prominent nose), a vivacious and incipiently impish expression, and an elegance of dress that married satin, lace and wig with the skill of a portrait-artist. What presence.’ What restless, unpredictable energy! Young Arouet had a way with words and a twinkle in his eye that caused the ladies to forgive him (and perhaps to grant him) almost anything. Ah, those eyes! Everyone mentioned them, men as well as women, and they always would – even in his last years when he had become quite indisputably ‘dried-up and bony’.




The Queen Bee’s guests were also induced to provide entertainment by means of a ballot in which they drew a letter of the alphabet that would prompt a particular genre: ‘f’ for ‘fable’, ‘o’ for ‘opera’, etc. Plays were staged, both comic and tragic, as well as musical entertainments of every sort. When Mme de Montauban, the mother of one of Ludovise’s ladies-in-waiting, drew the letter ‘p’, she delegated the task to Arouet, who composed a story in illustration of a proverb or saying. He chose ‘un petit mal pour un grand bien’, which translates as ‘a little evil for a great good’ or, more roughly, ‘no pain, no gain’; and he proceeded to demonstrate the truth of the dictum in a story called Cosi-Sancta (A Saint of Sorts) wherein a married woman saves the lives of her husband, brother and son by sleeping in turn with a proconsul, a brigand chief and a doctor who has plainly forgotten his Hippocratic oath. This compliant lady thus emerges as an implausible martyr to the demands of family life and is duly canonized for what is deemed (in a deft Voltairean parody of casuistical piety) to be mortification of the flesh. The story is set in Hippo in North Africa, birthplace of the St Augustine whose writings were at the source of Jansenism and their austere, killjoy morality. Since the boring due du Maine was given to copying out extracts of St Augustine in a little book, his unfaithful wife was no doubt delighted by this story of a young girl predestined to sainthood for selfless promiscuity.




During the early years of the Regency, therefore, young Arouet was known as someone who had been keeping bad company – at Le Temple and at Sceaux – ever since the day he had left school, if not before. Was he a threat? The Regent began to think so. Arouet’s satires and epigrams were circulating freely among the 300 or so coffee-houses of Pâris. Some were harmless fun, others not quite so harmless. And of course, like Rousseau, he began to be cited as the author of poems that he had not written. One such, entitled ‘J’ai vu’ (’I have seen’), was a skilful and entertaining critique of French life in the last days of Louis XIV. Though clearly pro-Jansenist, its anonymous author identified himself in the final line of the poem as being ‘not yet twenty’. Since Arouet was only just over twenty, and since his father and brother were known to have Jansenist sympathies, the hand of Arouet was suspected – and widely praised by Philippe d’Orléans’s opponents. One day in the gardens of the Palais-Royal the Regent is said to have stopped him and said: ‘I’ll wager, Monsieur Arouet, that there is one thing I can show you that you have not observed.’ When the poet asked what this was, the reply came: ‘The inside of the Bastille.’ ‘Ah, sir,’ Arouet rejoined, ‘I think I’d rather take that as seen.’5



On 4 May 1716 Arouet was ordered into exile: for ‘J’ai vu’ (and no doubt other satirical verses) that he had not written, and for a verse epigram about the Regent’s incestuous relations with his daughter that he certainly had written – but just as had several other verse-satirists of the day. Arouet did not leave before his father had managed to change the appointed place of exile from an inconvenient Tulle, away down between the Dordogne and the Massif Central, to the more agreeable château of his clients, the Sully family, at Sully-sur-Loire (and a mere eighty-five miles from Pâris). Where better to spend the summer? Obviously the Regent cannot have been too cross, especially as the due de Sully, a bachelor in his late forties, was a known habitué of Le Temple. During the following months Arouet met the many interesting and delightful guests whom the duke had invited to visit him at his country seat. They had ‘white nights’ here too, and so he was able to compare them (not unfavourably) with those he had enjoyed at Sceaux during the past two years. The food was delicious, the setting beautiful, and the female guests pleasingly ready to engage in a dalliance that the warm evenings seemed positively to invite, if not demand. Hence, no doubt, the charming house-custom of taking a walk in the woods and carving entwined initials on the bark of the trees.


Arouet’s companion on such walks was Suzanne de Livry, daughter of a local lawyer and tax official who was also hereditary mayor. Fortunately for her companion she had no interest whatsover in the law but wanted rather to be an actress in Pâris, an ambition to which she believed herself entitled by her considerable beauty. François promised to see what he could do, and she was his. For the moment he encouraged her to practise by participating in the amateur theatricals that were a regular feature of country-house life. Later she would encourage him to have his portrait painted, which resulted in the famous Largillière painting of Voltaire.6



The happy exile had nevertheless to set about winning the Regent’s pardon, and Chaulieu’s advice – sensible but to young eyes contemptible – was to send him a flattering poem. The resulting verse epistle had no immediate, if any, effect, so that it was not until 20 October that the Regent finally relented and agreed to end his banishment. Winter would soon be setting in, and perhaps the rascal had learnt his lesson. Alas, he had not. Seven months later, on 16 May 1717, he was arrested by order of the Regent and imprisoned without trial in the Bastille, where he remained until 15 April 1718. No more ‘white nights’ but a potentially endless succession of early nights and some very disagreeable living conditions. What had happened?

On being delivered from the banks of the Loire, Arouet had returned to Pâris and pleaded his innocence with the Regent, who nevertheless continued – rightly – to believe him the author of the poem about his incestuous relations with his daughter. Was Arouet piqued and now determined to cast in his lot with the opposition? At any rate he renewed his visits to Sceaux, where there were very serious plans afoot to overthrow the Regent and instate Philip of Spain as king. In late 1716 or early 1717 Arouet wrote a brief poem in Latin (’Regnante puero …’ (’Under the reign of a child …’)), attacking the Regent in the plainest, least humorous terms and airing the suspicions and grievances of his many opponents. Not only did Philippe d’Orléans sleep with his daughter, he had poisoned members of his family in order to gain power. Two Dauphins deceased from natural causes in the space of ten months? A likely story. (It was: the father died of smallpox, the son of scarlet fever.) And now he wanted the young Louis XV dead so that he could ascend the throne himself. He had destabilized the government and undermined the authority of the Church, ruined the public finances and flouted the law. In short, France was on the brink of civil war and complete disaster: ‘Gaul soon will perish.’ This was strong stuff.

No one was in any doubt that this was Arouet’s work, and he decided to make himself scarce by returning to visit the marquis de Saint-Ange near Fontainebleau. From here he sent to Pâris a six-line poem (in French rather than Latin) transforming the story of Oedipus (son kills father and sleeps with mother before putting his own eyes out) into that of Philippe d’Orléans: the father not the son is guilty, sleeping with the daughter not the mother, and he deserves to lose his sight (the Regent had been suffering from a serious eye disease for over a year). Again there could be no doubt as to the identity of the poem’s anonymous author. But why was Arouet taking such obvious risks? The Regent had in fact treated him leniently in exiling him to Sully-sur-Loire, and his whole approach to life and government – greater tolérance, less insistence on religion and ceremony, a preference for fun over duty – were exactly what Arouet and Le Temple might have approved of. It is just possible that the young poet may have had genuine moral objections to incest and debauch, but it is more likely that he became intoxicated by his own importance and the role he was playing. And he thought he was backing the winning side. If the duchesse du Maine succeeded in overthrowing the Regent, her honeycomb court of make-believe would be transformed into a hive of real power and influence.


But the Regent knew when to apply a firm hand. On being arrested and taken to the Bastille, Arouet did not at first realize the seriousness of the situation nor have any idea how long he would be held. He joked with his captors that he would enjoy a week’s rest because it would allow him to keep to the milk diet that his troublesome digestive system required. Indeed if they tried to let him out after a week he would demand to be allowed to stay for a fortnight. It was Whitsun, and he apologized to the police for making them work on a holiday. As long as he could have his scissors, his iron toothpick and his essence of cloves (as toothpaste), he would manage just fine. His gaolers took an inventory of the other possessions on his person: a lorgnette (for theatre-going), a notepad bound in silk-covered leather (for being a poet), money (6 louis d’or – the equivalent of 180 francs – and some loose change), and a crumpled love-letter that Pimpette had sent him three years earlier. And people say he was not sentimental.



As to the Bastille itself, the place held no fears. He had already had occasion to visit his friend the due de Richelieu there, and found him living in reasonable if rather restricted comfort. At once born to the purple and extremely red-blooded, the priapic young duke had been spectacularly grounded at the age of fifteen after forming an attachment with the wife of the King’s grandson: and fourteen months under close supervision in the Bastille (April 1711 – July 1712) were his equivalent of regular cold showers. Further amorous forays had led to a repeat prescription, under the new Regent, in 1716 – which no doubt explains why Richelieu would make his third visit in 1719 after being involved in the Cellamare conspiracy to oust him. But soon the reality of his own situation dawned on Arouet. The walls of his cell were ten feet thick, the entrance was secured by a sequence of three locked and barred doors, and there was no window. After a week he was interrogated, and he realized that the police had solid evidence against him. He knew, too, that his case might never – need never – come to trial (which it didn’t); that the Regent could, in the King’s name, keep him here just as long as he wished (which he did). Thanks to his poems he was now learning at first hand how the law of the land actually worked: arbitrarily, despotically, by royal decree. But he had only himself to blame.


The experience changed him. Voltaire claimed later that his health, as uncertain as his birth, never truly recovered (over the remaining sixty years …). The cockiness of the adolescent and the swagger of the successful young adult were checked; he learnt resilience and the art of self-protection; and, as he later noted (in verse) to a close friend,7 he discovered in himself a level of courage which, amidst the foolishness and errors of youth, he had never known he possessed. As it happened, it was in the arms of the man to whom he confided these thoughts, Nicolas de Génonville, that Suzanne de Livry now sought consolation for François’s prolonged and unexpected absence. But she still wanted to be an actress, and her imprisoned lover had just written a play. After the white nights and the early nights, it was time for a first night.
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 The Bastille.








CHAPTER FOUR




Back to the Bastille (1718–1726)




 Wherein Arouet becomes Voltaire and is beaten up all the same







AROUET WAS RELEASED from prison just in time for Easter. Eleven months in the Bastille had proved rather more tiresome than those week-long retreats at Louis-le-Grand, and they certainly proved more of an education. The date of release –14 April 1718, Holy Thursday – was no doubt a public demonstration of the Regent’s sense of Christian forgiveness, but it may also have implied a need for repentance. On leaving prison, Arouet was required (in the customary way) to live outside Pâris and under a form of house arrest, which he did at his father’s home at Chatenay. There he spent the summer trying to secure his freedom. At first he was granted permission to visit Pâris for twenty-four hours, then later a week, then a month. Eventually, in October, he was allowed to come and go as he pleased. Just in time for the first night of the play that would make him famous: (Edipe.




Like many an ex-con he wanted to start afresh. So he changed his name, to Arouet de Voltaire, which is first recorded on 12 June 1718 as the signature in his letter to an English earl requesting the loan of a horse. Later, in November, after the success of (Edipe, he became simply ‘Voltaire’ or, less simply, ‘Monsieur de Voltaire’. Whatever the source of ‘Voltaire’ – Arouet l.j., ‘le petit volontaire’, Airvault – he was keen to shed the name ‘Arouet’ because (a) it sounded like that of a contemporary poet, Roi (sounding somewhat like Roué in the pronunciation of the day), whom he despised, and (b) because Arouet’ continually gave rise to puns suggesting that he was ‘a rouer’, i.e. fit to be beaten up. Given the trouble he had got himself into, he probably was; but, as we shall see, a change of name does not necessarily alter the course of destiny.




Arouet had begun (Edipe in his very late teens. In his determination to become a writer and not to study law, the ambitious school-leaver had heeded Jean-Baptiste Rousseau’s advice and decided to aim for the top. And the top was having a verse tragedy performed at the Comédie-Française, like Corneille or Racine. The world was waiting for their successor, and the plays of Crébillon, although they received star billing at the Comédie-Française in the early 1700s, suggested nevertheless that it would have to wait a little longer. There was a niche to be filled, and young François was minded to fill it. The subject of Oedipus was the most ambitious of all, for how could one rival Sophocles? Corneille had tried but, by common consent, had not done very well. Even the great Racine had been daunted and, though he did seriously contemplate the prospect, never attempted his own version. But that was all a fearless nineteen-year-old needed to know. He was familiar with Ancient Greek tragedy from school, he had seen Euripides performed at Sceaux, and he thought nothing of writing directly for advice to André Dacier, the leading Greek scholar and author of the most recent translations of Sophocles. At the same time, thanks to his father’s allowance, he could go to the theatre whenever he wished and pick up the tricks of the trade. And perhaps more. Not that young Arouet had any designs on the leading actress of the day, Mile Duclos: the poem he addressed to her in ostensible adoration is in fact a witty evocation of the male homosexuals for whom she was the queen of drama.1 Had he truly adored her, nevertheless, the twenty-year disparity in their ages would have proved no obstacle: ten years later, in her mid-fifties, Mile Duclos married a boy of seventeen – not long after appearing as Salome in Voltaire’s Hérode et Mariamne (1724).




Gradually (Edipe took shape. Arouet read the play to his friends at Le Temple and later at Sceaux, adjusting and correcting certain scenes in response to constructive comment, and on 19 January 1717 the Comédie-Française agreed to perform the finished work of this talented 22-year-old.(Edipe is very much in the mould of the neo-classical tragedy that flowered in France in the middle of the seventeenth century and still continued to pack in the Pârisians (Racine’s Andromaque, Iphigénie and Phèdre were performed at the Comédie-Française over 300 times between 1700 and 1715). Written in rhyming couplets of alexandrines (twelve-syllable lines), in five acts, with few characters, it skilfully exploits the neo-classical convention of the ‘three unities’ (of time, place and action) to produce a claustrophobic ambience of unalleviated horror as the truth about Oedipus is gradually revealed. The verse is effective, with several memorably epigrammatic lines, and the set speeches would have been relished by the actors of the day as they sought to move their audience with the pathos of human suffering.



But what marks the play out is its depiction of destiny. Whereas Racine, with his Jansenist leanings, had used classical mythology to present a view of the human condition in which sinfulness is nobly but vainly resisted and it is our common lot to fail, Voltaire’s characters rail against the injustice of the gods. From the moment the curtain rises, the emphasis is on the ‘unjust anger of the gods’, ‘the wrath of the gods’, how the ‘gods have led us from torment unto torment’. Unlike Racine’s Phèdre, who accepts responsibility for her monstrous, incestuous love for Hippolyte even though she has done everything she humanly could to resist it, Voltaire’s Oedipus is tragic because he has committed monstrous deeds through no fault of his own: ‘Incestuous, a parricide, and yet virtuous’ (Act V, I.156). ‘Merciless gods, my crimes are your crimes,’ he exclaims (I.166), and the play ends with Jocasta’s defiant cry: ‘I have caused the gods to blush for forcing me into crime.’ The Jesuit vision of a just God is thus implicitly championed in contrast to the Jansenist God of wrath and obligatory sinfulness, and the Jesuit morality of conscience and intention is opposed to the Jansenist (and Ancient Greek) morality of deed and action. But even more important is what this divine injustice has prevented: ‘To be of use to my fellow mortals and to save this empire,’ cries Oedipus, ‘That […] is the only honour to which I aspire’ (Act II, II.217–18). He could have set the world to rights but for all this daft divine intervention, having sons kill their fathers and sleep with their mothers. Yes, Freud later thought that we boys want for nothing better, but Voltaire would have had none of it. Though human free will and human action we can make the world a better place. If only the gods and their priests will cease from meddling.


The play and its message clearly struck a chord.(Edipe was first performed on 18 November 1718 and was an immediate success. Its opening run lasted for twenty-nine performances, and by the end of January 1719 some 25,000 people had been to see it. The theatre itself was located a little way south of the Pont Saint-Michel, in the direction of the Palais du Luxembourg and in what is now (therefore) the rue de l’Ancienne Comédie. The Café Procope was almost next door. At the beginning and end of the evening the tiny street would be jammed with carriages. The auditorium was rectangular in shape, with boxes on either side for the well-born or well-heeled Pârisians who rented them by the year. Entry to the parterre, or pit, usually cost one livre, approximately the daily wage of the best-paid worker. Here there were no seats, and only men were admitted to its uncomfortable and often noisy throng. Though it was forbidden, they cheered and booed, whistled and jeered. Sometimes they heckled, obliging the players to interrupt their performance to supply a put-down. The fate of a new play lay in their hands. When it was good, they wept and groaned in deepest empathy.




The ladies and gentlemen in their boxes faced each other across this tumult, and spent much of the time surveying and contributing to a human comedy quite separate from that depicted on the stage. Indeed it was considered bad form to be more interested in the play than one’s companions. A box at the theatre was a temporary drawing-room in which one received or was received. As such it constituted an extension of salon life that provided women in particular with a treasured opportunity for conversation or gossip – and a glimpse of possible recruits to the more intimate society of their boudoir. Refreshments were available throughout the proceedings, which usually lasted about four hours. But the most expensive seats in the house were on the stage itself, and this valuable source of revenue ensured that the actors were willing to give up some of the space required for their dramatic gestures. In any case the French classical stage required few sets and almost no physical action: a play was more like a verse recitation. The only extra lighting was a row of small lamps that could be raised or lowered at will to illuminate a particular actor. When the play was particularly popular, further spectators would stand at the back and sides of the stage, in front of the sets, making the dramatic entrance or exit as problematic as the traffic conditions outside. Indeed during one performance of (Edipe somebody stood on the hem of the High Priest’s flowing robe just as he was moving forward, and so Monsieur de Voltaire (happening to be there) released it and promptly turned himself into a de facto page, bearing the train with exaggerated ceremony and clowning to the audience. Any opportunity to make fun of the Church would do, even if it briefly turned his tragedy into a comedy. Only in 1758 were spectators removed from the stage, and only in 1782 – when the Comédie-Française moved to new premises (the present-day Théâtre de l’Odéon, from which it has since moved) – were seats provided for those in the parterre.




 (Edipe was a considerable financial success, netting its young author some 3,000 livres. It was also performed for the Regent and his family at the Palais-Royal, not once but four times. Since being released from the Bastille Voltaire had endeavoured to mend his fences with the Regent, sending him an affidavit, signed and witnessed (but of dubious authenticity), in which an abbé Régnier (later amended to an abbé Lebrun) confessed to authorship of ‘J’ai vu’. One story has it also that on securing an audience with the Regent and having thrown himself on his mercy and that of the young king, Arouet could not nevertheless resist a joke: ‘Sir, I would be most pleased if His Majesty were henceforth to provide for my board, but I beg your Royal Highness no longer to see to my lodging.’2 Be that as it may, the Regent – in his role as enlightened patron of the arts – now awarded the recent resident of the Bastille a gold medal as the author of (Edipe and granted him (as was the custom) an annuity (of 1,200 livres). The British ambassador, John Dalrymple, Earl of Stair, reported to his superiors: ‘He’s ye best poet maybe ever was in France’,3 whereupon George I of England, not to be outdone, gave the young playwright a medal and a very splendid gold watch. The censor of the play, the leading poet Houdar de la Motte (whom not so long ago Arouet had ridiculed in his satirical poem ‘Le Bourbier’ (The Mire’)), magnanimously approved it for publication the following year in glowing terms, and the Regent’s mother agreed to have the play dedicated to her (the Regent himself having declined). But perhaps the most significant plaudit came from Arouet père. Austere in his habits and averse to theatre-going, he had none the less been dragged along to watch. He was moved to tears by the performance and heartened by his son’s success, especially when he heard about the 3,000 livres. Perhaps the fellow would not be a wastrel after all.




High society flocked to see the play, among them the maréchale de Villars, whose attentions momentarily turned the young dramatist’s head. She was considerably older than he, and in turn married to a much older man (albeit a war hero). She invited Voltaire to stay at their house near Melun, not far from Pâris (a château then called Vaux-Villars, now Vaux-le-Vicomte), an invitation which he misunderstood: she was not, it turned out, ready to play Jocasta to his Oedipus. But there was one who was. When (Edipe began its second run in the spring, Voltaire managed to secure the part of Jocasta for his former mistress, Suzanne de Livry. Voltaire had forgiven her lapse while he was unavoidably detained in the Bastille and fulfilled his pledge to make her an actress. But she did not do well. Her lover’s coaching proved insufficient, and her thick regional accent was not quite right for a queen of Thebes. She was mocked by the rest of the cast, notably Paul Poisson, who was provoked by Voltaire’s anger into challenging him to a duel outside the stage-door. Poets did not deign to duel with actors, and Voltaire, having reported him to the police, duly accompanied them round to his lodgings with the firm intention of cracking his skull open with the butt of his pistol. And if it could not be fired, Poisson should be. Agreement was reached by all parties that Poisson would be imprisoned on condition that Voltaire immediately petition for his release. Which he did.




Vaux-Villars was but one of several châteaux to which Voltaire was now invited. Sceaux was off limits, but he returned to the Loire valley and revisited Sully-sur-Loire in the early summer of 1719 before going to stay at the nearby Château du Bruel with the due de La Feuillade, a known – and evidently forgiving – homosexual in his mid-forties whom he had lampooned in some recent verse. He returned to Sully in the autumn. Later, to visit his schoolfriend (during one of the latter’s spells out of the Bastille) he would visit nearby Richelieu (in Voltaire’s view the finest château in France, but now sadly vanished). The Château d’Ussé became a regular destination, thanks to his close friendship with the marquis d’Ussé, and a visit to La Source near Orléans, home of the exiled Tory leader Henry St John, Viscount Bolingbroke, would prove something of an intellectual watershed. Near Pâris he would be invited to Maisons (now Maisons-Lafitte), the home of another old schoolfriend, Jean de Longueil, marquis de Maisons, while near Rouen he would stay at La Rivière-Bourdet, home of the marquis and marquise de Bernières. As a witty conversationalist and now a professional entertainer, he was a popular house-guest, and it spared him having to live at home under constant threat of paternal rebuke. But such visits were not necessarily a means of making economies. At Vaux-Villars, for example, it was traditional for guests to play biribi, a cross between lotto and roulette, where the odds were fixed in such a way as to turn a healthy profit for the ‘house’. And of course there was always one’s wardrobe to worry about: velvet frock-coats, richly embroidered satin waistcoats, crisp cotton shirts and lace jabots, smooth breeches, stockings of wool and silk, leather shoes with buckles of silver and gold, or even diamonds. Not to mention gifts for the ladies.




Now in his mid-twenties, Voltaire was in any case not a man for making economies. The proceeds from (Edipe did not last long, and over the next few years the high-living playwright would run up debts to the tune of 4,000 livres (eventually expunged by his father). Desirous of fame but not averse to a fortune, he was eager to follow up the success of (Edipe, and during the course of 1719 he wrote Artémire, a play about the eponymous queen of Macedonia (after the death of Alexander the Great). It was designed to be a showcase for the latest acting sensation at the Comédie-Française, Adrienne Lecouvreur, whose more natural style of understated diction marked a major break from the quasi-operatic delivery of Mile Duclos and her even more famous predecessor, La Champmeslé (aunt of the Mile Desmares who had first played Voltaire’s Jocasta in just such a fashion).Artémire premiered on 15 February 1720 and flopped. The Regent’s mother was keen to see it, so Voltaire mended what he could, but after eight more performances it closed. It was never published, and the text survives only in fragments. A parody of the play was performed at the rival Comédie-Italienne, and proved much more popular. For Voltaire the one compensation was that he had become Adrienne’s lover.






But there were other routes to literary fame. On leaving school the young Arouet had set out to rival Sophocles. But why not Homer and Virgil too? In the autumn of 1716 it had occurred to him that he might write an epic about Henri IV, the sixteenth-century French king who had started out as the Protestant Henri de Navarre and united France by turning Catholic (because, as he famously put it: ‘Pâris vaut bien une messe’ – ‘Pâris is well worth a Mass’). When he mentioned the possibility in conversation at Sceaux, Nicolas de Malézieu, Ludovise’s lover, commented in a remark that has since become proverbial in France: ‘Les Francais n’ont pas la tête epique’ –(roughly) ‘The French don’t do epic’. At that time it was a source of shame to a nation bent on literary glory (of the kind which had been so notably achieved in the theatre) that it had no equivalent to the Iliad and the Aeneid. Italy had Tasso’s Jerusalemma liberata; Portugal, Camoens’Lusiad. Even little England had its Paradise Lost. Virgil’s Aeneid was a particularly important model, tracing as it does the founding of Rome. From the vantage-point of the Regency – when the ambiguous Bourbon lineage represented a serious cause for dispute – the subject of Henri IV, the first Bourbon king, could be the focus for a no less ‘foundational’ narrative. When Arouet returned to stay with the marquis de Saint-Ange in 1717, he was once more regaled with the stories he had heard in 1714, eye-witness accounts of life under Louis XIV (at the highest level) but also countless anecdotes that the marquis himself had heard about life in the days of ‘le bon Henri’, the jovial Gascon soldier with the common touch who had sought (before he was assassinated by François Ravaillac in 1610) to put France together again after forty years of religious civil war.



Voltaire’s great epic poem – the one single work for which he was most celebrated throughout his lifetime but which is now scarcely read – was begun at the Château de Saint-Ange in February or March 1717. When the author of ‘Regnante puero …’ was then thrown into the Bastille three months later, the task of composition became more challenging. Forbidden the provision of paper to write on (no more seditious verses, please), he successfully requested two books of Homer to read (one in Greek, one in Latin), which at least gave him something to aim for. Moreover (when he got hold of a pencil) he could write in these books between the lines. When later recounting the episode to the philosopher George Berkeley, he claimed to have made paper by chewing his clothes; but, as is evident in his comment to Mrs Pope about the effect of Jesuit sodomists on his health, he seems to have considered his British interlocutors rather credulous about strange foreign ways. What is clear from other accounts, however, is that he composed some sections of the poem in his head, where he carried them until he could set them down on paper many months later. Almost as if he were Homer himself and the repository of a venerable, orally transmitted masterpiece.


By the autumn of 1721 it was finished, all six cantos. The next stage was to obtain the Regent’s approval for its publication and perhaps even his agreement to be its dedicatee. But Arouet père was now seriously ill. Though his son continued to live at home when not being entertained – or entertaining – in sundry châteaux, and despite the visit to see (Edipe, there had been no reconciliation between the two men following the Pimpette affair. On 19 August 1721, his seventy-second birthday, François Arouet dictated his will to two notaries. His estate was to be divided equally between his three children, save that in the case of François-Marie the beneficiary should receive only the interest on the resulting capital sum. This sum, to be invested and administered by a trustee, was then to pass eventually to the beneficiary’s (legitimate) children, or, in the absence of any such, to his brother and sister in equal shares. Young poets, it seemed, were not to be trusted with money. However, his father further stipulated that, if on reaching the age of thirty-five he could produce clear evidence of ‘regular conduct’, he would be entitled to apply to the senior magistrate in the Chambre des Comptes to have this testamentary provision set aside and to take charge of the capital himself. The terms of this will speak volumes about the father’s attitude towards his talented but profligate son. On 26 December, now gravely ill, he must have felt a pang of paternal guilt, for he dictated a codicil annulling the special provision – dictated but did not sign. He died on 1 January 1722, and François-Marie was left to live on the interest from approximately 153,000 livres. Plenty enough one might think, except that it was to take five years for the will to be declared probate and the monies transferred. In the meantime, and now with neither allowance nor free lodging in the Palais de Justice, he would have to fend for himself – which for a poet who did not want to be a jobbing hack was not an easy matter. But fend he did, and so successfully that by the time he was thirty-five a court would duly rule (on 1 March 1730) that the special provision in his father’s will be lifted. His conduct had become so ‘regular’ that he had in fact by then made a great deal of money all on his own.




First, he entered into business relations with the marquis de Bernières, a senior judge in the Rouen parlement. Before his father’s death Voltaire had invested some money in the Compagnie des Indes, which traded in the Indies (East and West). He used some or all of this to buy a share, with de Bernières, in a salt-tax ‘franchise’, thereby securing an income through the resultant ‘commission’ (just as Arouet père had made money out of the spice tax). The Bernières lived at the Château de la Rivière-Bourdet, near Rouen, but also owned a house in Pâris, on the corner of the quai des Théatins and the rue de Beaune (just along the Seine westwards from the Palais de Justice), the house where Voltaire would eventually die on 30 May 1778. For the present, however, the de Bernières were proving to be the least deadly of connections, since, while he was making money with the husband, the newly orphaned spendthrift was making love with the wife (a beautiful, buxom, 35year-old blonde) – and would soon be renting part of their house in Pâris. Clearly Voltaire was ready to contemplate almost anything at this difficult juncture in his life, because it seems that he now offered his services to the Prime Minister, the Cardinal Dubois, as a secret agent in Vienna. More sensibly, towards the end of the year, he invested with the Pâris brothers, the leading French financiers of the day, and on the basis of this and subsequent investments his future wealth was assured. As we shall see.




As to his becoming the new French Virgil, the Regent was proving as reluctant to confer official approval as Arouet père had been to let his son inherit. And so, for the first time since his diplomatic sojourn in The Hague, Voltaire began to look beyond the frontiers of France for his future support and recognition. At the end of August 1722 he set off for Holland with a view to finding a Dutch publisher for his new epic. The Hague and Amsterdam had long been places of refuge for French writers, notably Descartes, who found themselves unwanted prophets in their own land, and the subject of the proposed work – the Wars of Religion – was likely to be of interest in this Protestant land. The marquise de Bernières being unavailable (not only was she a married woman, she was also busy renovating her Rouen château), Voltaire travelled – and slept – with Marie-Marguerite de Rupelmonde, a very pretty young widow in her early thirties with hair like golden flame. Not that this prevented him from visiting the ‘finest brothel’ in Brussels when they broke their journey there (the young widow having business matters to attend to in respect of her late husband, a Flemish aristocrat who had died ten years earlier in the service of the King of Spain). The couple had earlier stopped off at Cambrai, where a major congress of European powers was taking place at ambassadorial level, a kind of EU summit minus the heads of state. Little serious business was conducted, which left time for dinners, balls and theatrical entertainments in which the French travellers gladly participated. It was agreed by the organizers that (Edipe be performed, though only if Voltaire would allow a celebrated parody of it ((Edipe travesti) to be staged also.




Mme de Rupelmonde was a woman of conscience who strove earnestly to reconcile her Christian faith with a widow’s conventional licence to take lovers as she pleased. Indeed that was the great advantage of being a widow, which is one of the reasons why old men found it easy to secure young brides. Her companion, who believed in God but not in Christianity, teased her by accompanying her to Mass in Brussels and then ridiculing the proceedings aloud, much to her embarrassment and to the outrage of the attendant faithful. Apprehensive as she quite genuinely was that her conduct might lead her to the fires of Hell, Voltaire then wrote her a short poem – the ‘Epître a Uranie’ (’Epistle to Urania’) – in which he set out his views. The man who had sought to emulate Sophocles and Virgil now presented himself as a latter-day Lucretius, ready to elaborate a ‘natural religion’ in place of the ‘sacred lies’ – about hell-fire and such like – put about by the priests. Guided by the flaming torch of reason, he rejects the Christian God of wrath, the God who made us sinful so that He could punish us, who made us in His image only then to wish He hadn’t, who sent a Great Flood to destroy us only then to send His son to die for us instead, and who now continues to punish us for things we’ve never even done. No, says Voltaire, ‘I cannot recognize in this unworthy image / The God whom I must worship’ (II.96–7); and, now addressing the kind of God he does recognize, the poet adds: ‘People say you are a tyrant; but in you I seek a Father; / If I am not Christian, it is the better to love you’ (U.104–5). The true ‘natural’ God offers comfort and solace. He loves his creatures, especially if – like Mme de Rupelmonde – they are as beautiful of face as in conscience fair and kind.




All of which must have allowed Marie-Marguerite to find her moral bearings, since Urania is the muse of astronomy and geometry. By the standards of the day, the poem was not only blasphemous but highly dangerous – for the author as well as the Church. Already in (Edipe Voltaire had written the famous lines:





Nos prêtres ne sont point ce qu’un vain peuple pense,

Notre crédulité fait toute leur science.


(Act IV, U.57-8)



(Our priests are not as foolish folk surmise,

Our credulity alone renders them knowing and wise.)




but he had got away with it because in the play the priest in question turned out to be right. But here, in the safety of this private poem, he could express his view more plainly: the Christian Church was a form of’imposture’, a con-trick by which the masses were terrified into craven subjection by lies and contradictions and denied the warming vision that the natural is beautiful and human beings potentially noble and decent. Voltaire renamed it ‘Le Pour et le contre’ (’For and Against’) when he sent it to his friend Cideville in Rouen in 1735, by which time it had been circulating clandestinely in Pâris for three or four years – a minor explosive before the great bombshell that was the Lettres philosophiques (Philosophical Letters) (1734).




Jean-Baptiste Rousseau had travelled up from Vienna to meet Voltaire in Brussels (then the capital of the Austrian Netherlands), and so perhaps it was the renewed contact with this acerbic iconoclast that had put Urania’s lover in the mood for an unambiguous burst of amorous freethinking. But the happy couple bid Rousseau farewell after eleven days of his not entirely congenial company and travelled on to The Hague and then to Amsterdam, remaining in the country for three weeks. At The Hague Voltaire signed a contract with Charles Le Viers for a luxury, illustrated edition of his new epic, which now ran to nine cantos and was accompanied by historical notes and commentary. The title had been amended to Henri IV ou la Ligue (Henri IV or the League) – the Ligue being the Catholic forces who had combined in 1576 under Henri, due de Guise (known as le Balafré’ or ‘Scarface’) to fight the Huguenots. When the childless Henri III was assassinated by a Dominican friar after nominating the Protestant Henri de Navarre as his heir (and after having ‘le Balafré’ assassinated), the Ligue refused to recognize the new king. It was on emerging victorious from the ensuing civil war that Henri IV decided that Pâris was well worth a Mass and converted to Catholicism in order to unite the country. A splendid Protestant had secured the future of a wonderful Catholic country under wise Bourbon leadership … in other words a story that could be read (and spun) in a number of political ways. In many respects it was a glorious account of the founding of the dynasty that now ruled France, but the Regent remained suspicious of the author of ‘Regnante puero …’ and wondered about the sincerity of this new-found sycophancy. Cardinal Fleury (1653–1743), young Louis XV’s confessor and guardian, considered that Voltaire had painted much too favourable a portrait of the Protestants, notably Elizabeth I of England, to whom Henri IV had turned, successfully, for military aid. It was possible also to infer an overriding message that the King of France should be above religious dispute and – unlike Louis XIV or XV – side neither with Catholic nor Protestant, Jesuit nor Jansenist. Hence the reluctance in high places to grant the work a privilège.




Having achieved the principal aim of his journey, Voltaire decided to enjoy himself – riding, playing real tennis (feu de paume) and relaxing with Marie-Marguerite over a glass of Tokay. At the same time he observed the habits and customs of the Dutch with a degree of attention which his former infatuation with Pimpette had prevented. And his eyes were opened. Here was a country so different from his own. Nowhere could be more pleasant than The Hague – at least ‘when the sun deigns to shine’; and, as he travelled from rhere to Amsterdam, the landscape with its canals and broad acres of fertile greenery seemed like ‘paradise on earth’.4 At Amsterdam he was staggered by the spectacle of so much prosperity: everyone seemed to have a job, the port was filled with hundreds of ships. At this period the fourth-largest city in Europe, with a population of some 200,000, Amsterdam was a thriving and heterogenous community of whom about 10 per cent were foreign-born and some 2.5 per cent were former black slaves. The Amsterdam Bourse was the leading financial centre in Europe (being replaced by London only in the 1780s), and almost any book in any language could be bought in one of its hundred or more bookshops. But what impressed Voltaire most – as he reported in a letter to Mme de Bernières – was the simplicity, unpretentiousness and plain neighbourliness of the Dutch. He was astonished to see the head of state walking through the streets without a single attendant. Calvinists, Jews, Arminians (Protestant opponents of Calvinism who advocated a more liberal, tolerant kind of Reformed religion) and Anabaptists (who believed that only adults should be baptized, and therefore urged the ‘rebaptism’ of the already christened), all mixed and spoke amicably together. Everyone, it seemed, could think or say or publish what they wanted, and for Voltaire there appeared to be a necessary link between this liberalism and the commercial vitality that was all around him. This was the future, a bourgeois world of freedom and tolérance to replace the empty coffers and vacuous rituals of his own dear bankrupt, sclerotic, hidebound France.






After staying with aristocratic friends in the Loire, Voltaire returned to Pâris in the first weeks of 1723 still determined to obtain official approval for his epic. Louis XV, being now twelve, had reached the age of majority (for a king), so perhaps he could be persuaded to be the work’s dedicatee. But Cardinal Fleury had begun to worry about what the Pope might say, and after he had alerted the Regent’s prime minister, Dubois, to its possible dangers the poem was submitted for evaluation to the abbé Du Bos, a writer of known conservative opinions. Opposition was growing, and the chances of getting away with even an unofficial, Dutch-produced edition were slim. So Voltaire turned to a Rouen publisher, Abraham Viret, whom he had met when staying with the de Bernières at La Rivière-Bourdet, and together they plotted to produce a clandestine edition. A contract was signed at the end of March (the one previously agreed with Viers having not granted exclusive rights), and production began. His old friend Cideville, now a lawyer in the Rouen parlement, together with Cideville’s close colleague Formont, were enlisted to supervise the operation from the Rouen end while Voltaire took care of Pâris – and began writing another play,Mariamne, with which he hoped to expunge the failure of Artémire. Which it eventually would. But the demands of literary composition – not to mention the stress of city life – played havoc with the author’s now notoriously unreliable digestive system. Ass’s milk, he found, was the only remedy.



But soon he needed lemonade, 200 pints of the stuff. On a visit to Maisons (on the Seine, north-west of Pâris) in the late autumn, Voltaire contracted smallpox. Lots of people did, and some died from it – including, in this particular outbreak, his friend Genonville (who had replaced him in Suzanne de Livry’s affections during his stay in the Bastille). The marquis de Maisons appeared to have caught it also, but his bout was so benign that he caught it again in 1731 and died (as did his only son). Voltaire himself was soon at death’s door. A priest was called to administer the last rites, and the author of the ‘Epître a Uranie’ duly confessed his sins: it was only good manners to do so. Fortunately the marquis had acquired the services of the leading smallpox specialist, Gervasi, who made it his mission to save the ailing guest. After the customary blood-letting and purges, which the patient survived, Gervasi recommended the untried remedy of drinking lots of liquid and willed the guinea-pig to live. He did: and, having fallen ill on 4 November, was well enough to leave on 1 December. Confessing his sins must have put him in the Almighty’s good books, for, on casting an eye back towards the château where he had nearly breathed his last, he saw flames leaping from the window of the very room where he had lain. A fire had been kept blazing in the hearth for the three weeks of his illness and had finally set the supporting beam alight. Firemen were summoned from Pâris, and the house, like Voltaire, was saved.


Specialist doctors are expensive, as are publishing costs. Voltaire’s finances were stretched, and he needed to recoup some of his investment. Four thousand copies of the epic poem, now entitled La Ligue ou Henri le Grand (Ehe League or Henry the Great), had been printed, and half of these were now ‘brochés’ (with pages stitched but not bound). But how to get them into Pâris past the guards and customs officials that policed all entries to the capital? On 20 December 1723 Mme de Bernières dispatched from Rouen a very large waggon drawn by six horses and loaded with furniture, followed by two horses laden with saddle-packs and baskets. At a short distance from the barrier, copies of La Ligue were removed from in between the furniture in the waggon and transferred into the saddle-packs and baskets. After several trips Henri IV had once more entered Pâris: if the city was worth a Mass, it was also worth a spot of smuggling. Were the authorities simply turning a blind eye? The Prime Minister, Dubois, had died in August, and the marquise de Villars (young Arouet’s former but unyielding heart-throb) had been using her influence since then to see that they did. On 2 December the erstwhile Regent (who had become prime minister on Louis’s coming-of-age) had died also. The moment was propitious. At any rate, by the middle of January 1724, the latest Voltaire ceuvre was being discussed in the Pârisian press. The author, of course, duly played the game and disclaimed responsibility, alleging that the manuscript had been stolen and reproduced without his permission. Hence its tatty appearance, the poor print quality, and the significant number of judicious blanks left in the text. But nobody was fooled, especially since the title-page announced that the publisher was one ‘Jean Mokpap’ from (Protestant) Geneva. Everyone knew who the nearest local ‘mock-Pope’ was likely to be.




The work was a huge success. The most discerning French critics praised the skill with which the conventions and set pieces of Virgilian epic had been followed and imitated and the narrative verve with which such a complex historical subject had been articulated. Plainly the French did do epic. Abroad, even Alexander Pope was impressed. As a Catholic in a Protestant country he could see the value of Voltaire’s appeal for religious toleration based on reason and due respect for what came to be known as human rights. The clandestine edition soon sold out, and – as was inevitable in the days before copyright law – half a dozen pirated editions soon appeared to meet the demand left unassuaged by Viret’s 4,000 copies. The abbé Desfontaines (of whom more later) produced a version filling in the blanks, while Guyot de Merville (who had previously replaced the undiplomatic Arouet in Pimpette’s affections) produced an antagonistically annotated edition of the manuscript Voltaire had deposited with a publisher during his Dutch trip back in 1722. In short, a typical book launch in eighteenth-century France. But its author still dreamed of an official, luxury edition – as befitting a classic. In August he moved into the apartment he had rented in the de Bernières’ house at the corner of the rue de Beaune, but it was impossible to write. The view across the Seine was lovely, but the noise of the traffic was unbearable, day and night, not to mention the pungent smell of the horse dung left behind on this busy riverside thoroughfare. So after a week he moved out and rented furnished rooms nearby. Not exactly salubrious since he promptly caught mange, but, despite the itching, he could at least get back to his epic. In September he wrote an additional thousand lines, bringing the total number of cantos to ten, and the great work would now be called by the title that its Pârisian readers had invented: La Henriade. All epics worthy of the name had to end in ‘-iade’.




Philippe d’Orléans was succeeded as prime minister, with Fleury’s consent, by the due de Bourbon, a prince of the blood, who – since the King was only thirteen – now effectively ruled France (with the assistance of his mistress, Mme de Prie). Already on good terms with the duke, Voltaire sought to ingratiate himself with the incoming régime. The first version of his new play Mariamne had flopped on 6 March 1724, which was a particular shame since the seat prices had been doubled in expectation of another ‘hit’ to match (Edipe. But the sight of the eponymous queen, wife of Herod the Great, actually poisoning herself on stage (against all the rules of decorous neo-classical theatre) seemed merely comic, so that the resultant giggles quite drowned out the pathos of her eloquent farewell and demise. Voltaire reworked the play, removing all offensive innovation and making sure that the new version, Hérode et Mariamne, would receive a warm reception at court with its elevated portrayal of the corridors of power. Premiered on 10 April 1725 at the Comédie-Française, with Adrienne Lecouvreur in the title-role, it brought further fame (and some fortune) to its already remarkably productive creator. A one-act, not very comic comedy in verse,L’Indiscret (He Who Is Indiscreet), soon followed, on 18 August, and was dedicated to Mme de Prie.




This important lady, meanwhile, was busy arranging with her lover, the due de Bourbon, to find young Louis XV a bride and thus to provide France with a legitimate heir to the throne as soon as physiologically possible. The Regent and Dubois had arranged for him to marry the Infanta, daughter of Philip V of Spain, but she was still only seven – which was no good at all. So they reneged on the deal and plumped instead for Marie Leszczynska, daughter of the exiled Polish king, Stanislas. He lived and held court, at the expense of the King of France, at Wissembourg, near the border with Alsace. The young Polish princess proved – on careful inspection by Mme de Prie – at once sweet-natured, biddable, and a very useful eight years older than her husband-to-be. Voltaire was determined to be part of the show and so rented rooms in Mme de Prie’s mansion in Fontainebleau, where the royal wedding duly took place on 5 September at the nearby palace. Unfortunately the entertainment he had prepared for the nuptial celebrations was rejected in favour of two plays by Molière. Undeterred, he sought out and cultivated the connections of the royal bride, went to pay court to Stanislas, now installed at Montargis (seventy miles due south of Pans), and finally met the new queen herself.Hérode et Mariamne and L’Indiscret were performed at court, and she was duly moved to tears and laughter respectively. In November the Queen even awarded him an annual pension of 1,500 livres (ostensibly to cover his expenses as a courtier) but the money never actually materialized. Had someone – Fleury? her husband? – whispered in her ear that this charismatic playwright was also the author of La Henriade and perhaps not wholly to be trusted? Still, Voltaire had the lovely vellum document with her signature on it, so he promptly borrowed money against it from the financier PârisDuverney – which he still owed him ten years later.




By the end of 1725, therefore, the aspirant courtier had not quite arrived. And now disaster struck, thanks to the chevalier de Rohan-Chabot, feckless and degenerate scion of one of the oldest aristocratic families in France. So important in Voltaire’s life did this episode become that multiple conflicting versions of it abound. But the basic facts are more or less these. Voltaire had known Rohan-Chabot for a while, indeed had regaled him with stories of his trip to Holland in 1722. But the chevalier was jealous of this social upstart’s success at court and one evening at the Opéra, towards the end of January 1726, taunted him about his change of name: ‘Monsieur de Voltaire, Monsieur Arouet, just what are you called?’ Taken aback, Voltaire muttered something about people with no less confusing (and somewhat uneupho-nious) double-barrelled names. Two days later, at the Comédie-Française and in front of Adrienne Lecouvreur, the chevalier repeated his question. No doubt armed with the weapons of his earlier esprit d’escalier, Monsieur de Voltaire replied to the effect that he for his part would immortalize this name while Rohan-Chabot would surely dishonour his. As the outraged aristocrat raised his cane, Adrienne called on her thespian gifts and most conveniently swooned.




When it came to matters of personal honour, gentlemen fought duels: they did not raise their cane, unless of course the offender was a scoundrel of the lowest social order. On the other hand, aristocratic gentlemen did not fight duels with mere bourgeois, however famous they might be. A few days later Rohan-Chabot sent his adversary an invitation to dinner as though from the due de Sully (Voltaire’s friend and fellow-frequenter of Le Temple), who received his ‘guest’ as though he had indeed been invited: ‘noblesse’, after all, ‘oblige’. During dinner a footman tells the unexpected guest that a person wishes to speak to him at the entrance. There Voltaire is set upon by three or four men with cudgels, while Rohan-Chabot looks on from a safe distance before eventually calling them off. Furious, and injured in both person and pride, our bourgeois gentleman brandishes his sword at the departing coward before storming upstairs to protest to the due de Sully that such an attack constitutes a slur on his honour as well as that of his guest. He demands that they complain at once to the police. Sully refuses, acknowledging that the attack has been ‘violent and uncivil’ but implicitly closing ranks with his fellow-aristocrat against an uninvited guest who, however engaging, seems to cause trouble wherever he goes. A similar response is forthcoming from Mme de Prie when the would-be courtier rushes off to the Opéra to tell her the story. No luck either with the young queen at Versailles. Everywhere he goes, people express sympathy but decline to take his side: no matter what he says, the fact remains that Rohan-Chabot is an aristocrat and he is not. Eventually on 5 February the comte de Maurepas, the King’s minister in charge of law and order, gives orders for the assailants to be arrested, but no action is to be taken against their employer. The upstart poet may indeed have been insulted but he should simply not have dared to answer back.



Disillusioned by his aristocratic friends and still determined to secure justice, Voltaire now gave notice that he was going to seek Rohan-Chabot out and challenge him to a duel. The chevalier was lying low at Versailles in the residence of his influential cousin, Cardinal Fleury, but ventured back to Pâris on 23 March. His adversary had now taken temporary lodgings under the assumed name of the Baron de Saint-Flor. The police placed both parties under surveillance as the ‘Baron’ moved from address to address to avoid them. On 28 March Maurepas gave orders to his Lieutenant of Police for Voltaire to be arrested and taken to the Bastille, but the criminal had gone to ground somewhere in the country. A few days later he was back in Pâris taking lessons in fencing and pistol-shooting and busy securing the services of his least unaristocratic relative – a Daumard – to be his second. He also hired a few well-muscled pugilists, just to be on the safe side.


According to one version,5 he finally caught up with his prey in Adrienne Lecouvreur’s box at the theatre, where he challenged him to a duel next morning at 9 a.m. at the Porte Saint-Antoine (just outside the city walls, for legal reasons). Rohan-Chabot accepted but alerted his influential relatives. Other versions suggest that Voltaire and his men went to the Cardinal’s residence in Versailles to settle the matter in a more direct fashion. Whichever the case, Voltaire was arrested on the night of 17 April 1726, at his hotel La Grosse Teste in the rue Maubué, and thence taken to the Bastille. In his pockets were a pair of pistols and sixty-five louis d’or (about 1,500 livres), a very large sum that was no doubt intended to fund his getaway. Voltaire responded to his arrest by protesting his innocence to Maurepas, claiming provocatively that he had sought not to defend his own honour but to restore that of Rohan-Chabot, ‘which has proved too difficult’.6 He demanded to be allowed to dine with the prison governor (as he had towards the end of his previous incarceration in the Bastille) and to be permitted to proceed with a visit to England that he had been planning for some time. The authorities were in a difficult position: they could see that, bourgeois or no, Voltaire was the injured party, and they did not want to be seen victimizing someone – and particularly not someone so much in the public eye – just because his opponent was a cousin of the King’s confessor. So Maurepas instructed the prison governor to treat him liberally. Confident of an early release, Voltaire asked Thinot to bring him some useful reading: an English grammar-book and dictionary, and a copy of The Present State of Great–Britain and Ireland.




Officially released on 1 May, the traveller needed further time to make the necessary financial arrangements for his trip, and so he voluntarily availed himself of the Bastille’s facilities for a further night. On 2 May he set off for Calais under official escort (in case he should think of heading straight for Versailles). There, three days later, he made it plain to all who would listen that he had not been exiled: he was merely forbidden to come within fifty leagues (approximately 140 miles) of the capital. As to his forthcoming journey, he had been ‘permitted’ rather than ‘required’ to leave the country. Which he did, probably on the Betty, on 10 May 1726. He had been hailed as the new Sophocles and the new Virgil, but he was in the end just a poet, an entertainer. To be accepted as an equal by the aristocracy one had either to have the requisite blue blood to start with or to work one’s way slowly but surely up the social ladder, heraldic quarter by heraldic quarter, generation by generation. Like a lawyer acceding to the noblesse de robe. Which is what his father had always told him. And which was why the marquise de Bernières, his landlady and former mistress, now chose to accompany the chevalier de Rohan-Chabot to the theatre while her former lover set off for the ‘Land of Liberty’.7
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subsequent mother to Louis XV's ten children, none of whom
survived him. Death of Peter the Great of Rusia (acceded 1652)

Cardinal Fleury appointed as Lovis XV's chief minister (having
been his tutor), and governs France uncil his death in 1743

War of the Polish Succession. Following the death of the
reigning king, Augustus II of Saxony, Austria and Russia press
the claims of his son, while France secks to promote the
candidacy of Stanishas Leszezynski, the Queen's father, who
had ruled Poland from 1704-9. Austria and Russia succeed in
having Augustus TII enthroned while France secures the duchy
of Lorraine for Stanislas, on the understanding that ic will pass
ino French hands afier his death

Accession of Frederick (b.1716) to the throne of Prussia

‘War of the Austrian Succession. Precipitated by the death of the
Emperor Charles VI in 1740 and the refusal by the Elector of
Bavaria and Frederick of Prussia to recognize the Pragmatic
Sanction under which the Habsburg dominions passed to the
late emperor’s daughter, Maria Theresa (who, as a woman,
could ot succeed her faher as ruler of the Empire). France,
together with its Bourbon ally, Spain, enters an alliance with
Prussia and Bavaria and opposes its traditional Habsburg enemy
in Vienna. Bricain, already engaged in the so-called War of
Jenkins’s Ear with Spain over colonial claims in South America,
sides with Austria, as do Holland and Russia. Prussia scizes
Silesia from the Austrians

Maria Theresa's husband, Francis, former Duke of Lorraine,
clected emperor. Batdle of Fontenoy, near Toumai in the Austrian
Netherlands (now in modem Belgium), where the French under
Maurice de Saxe and the duc de Richelieu win a famous victory
against Austria and its British, Hanoverian and Dutch allies

Peace treaty signed at Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748. Publication of
Montesquicu, De leprit des o
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Seven Years War. After the so-called Diplomatic Revolution,
the alliances of the War of Austrian Succession are reversed but
the causes of war remain the same: territorial claims in Europe
and colonial ambitions in North and South America and the
Indies. Britain and Hanover now side with Prussia, as does
Denmark. To oppose them France enters a grand alliance with
its age-old Habsburg enemy in Vienna, and is joined by Saxony,
Sweden and Russia

Duc de Choiseul becomes Louis XV's Foreign Miniscer and
effectively prime minister (uncl 1770)

Trial and exccution of the Protescant merchant, Jean Calas, in
Toulouse. Accession of Catherine (later the Great) to the
Russian throne (until 176). Rousseau, Du contat social
Expulsion of the Jesuits from France

Peace of Paris. France cedes control of Canada, Mississippi and
India to Great Britain

Lorraine becomes part of France on the death of Stanislas
Maupeou's temporary reform of the French parlements. Marriage
of the Dauphin, Louis XV's eldest grandson and heir, to Marie-
Antoinette of Austria (b.7ss), daughter of Francis I, Holy
Roman Emperor, and Maria Theresa of Austria

Death from smallpox of Louis XV. Accession of Louis XVI
(bazss: executed 1795)

Ministry of Turgot, who liberalized tax laws and commercial
regulations

American War of Independence begins

American Declaration of Independence ac Philadelphia

(4 July)
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Jacques Necker, a Genevan-born Protestant, succeeds Turgot at
the Ministry of Finance

Franco-American treaty. Death of Voltaire

Peace of Versailles marks the end of the American War of
Independence

Death of Frederick the Great

Storming of the Bastille (14 July). Beginning of the French
Revolution. King accepts the legality of the Asemblic onstiuante
(15 July) and the adoption of the friclore (xed and blue from the
ams of the City of Paris, white for the Bourbon monarchy).
Declaration of the Rights of Man (26 Auguso). A Parisian
crowd, led by and largely comprised of women, march on
Versailles and force the retum of the royal family o the
Taileries palace in Paris

Louis XVI attemprs to flee the country and is captured at
Varennes in north-castern France (June). Death of Mirabeau,
the revolutionary leader. Voltaire’s remains transferred to the
Panthéon in Paris (July). Asemblic lislative succeeds the Assmbléc
constituante (October)

Asemblic igilative declares war on Austra, to forestall Austro-
Prussian atack inended to restore the King to power. Tuileries
palace stormed and Louis XVI deposed (1o August). Comention
(ational) xeplaces the Assemblé lgslaive in September, and under.
the leadership of Danton proposes the abolition of the mon-
archy. Louis XVI stands trial (1t December, until 20 January
1793)

Louis XVI exccuted (21 January). Marat assassinated (13 July)
and Robespierre comes to power. Reign of Terror begins on
17 September (and ends with the execution of Robespierre on
28 July 1704). Exccution of Queen Maric-Antoinette (16
October)
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Accession of Louis XIV (b1638) to the French throne. His
mother, Anne of Austria, appointed Regent (until 1651)

Marriage of Louis XIV and Maria Theresa, Infanta of Spain

Louis XIV assumes full control of government following the
death of his chief minister, Cardinal Mazarin

Death of Queen Maria Theresa

Secret marriage of Louis XIV to Mme de Maintenon (1635~
1719), governess to his two illegitimate sons by Mme de
Montespan (1640-1707): the duc du Maine (1670-1736) and
the comte de Toulouse (1678-1757)

Revocation of the Edict of Nantes by which in 1598 Henri IV
had granted religious toleration to French Huguenots (Protes-
tants): some 50,000 Huguenot families flee abroad, notably to
Prussia, the city state of Geneva, Switzerland, the United
Provinces (i. Holland) and their colony in southern Affica,
England and British North America

Isaac Newton, Princpia mathematica
Bill of Rights in England

John Locke, Essay Cocening Human Understanding (trans. into
French, 1700) and Sceond Treatise on Government

Birth of Frangois-Marie Arouet, later known as Voltaire
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Reign of Charles XII of Sweden

‘War of the Spanish Succession, during which England, Holland
and the Holy Roman Empire (ic. Austria, Hungary and some
German states) joined forces to prevent a union of France and
Spain following the accession of Philip V' to the Spanish throne
(which he occupied until 1746)

Goufried Leibniz, Essais de thiodicie

Death from smallpox of Louis de France (b.166r). the Grand
Dauphin (also known as Monseigneur), only son of Louis XIV'
and Queen Maria Theresa

Death from scarlet fever of Louis, duc de Bourgogne (b.1682),
the Dauphin (and elder son of Louis de France), and of his wife,
the duchesse de Bourgogne, and his eldest son, the four-year-old
duc de Bretagne, during the same epidemic. The duc de Berry,
younger son of Louis de France, is killed shortly afierwards in a
riding accident

Papal bull Unigenitus issued in Rome, condemning Jansenism

The duc du Maine and the comte de Toulouse legitimated. The
duc du Maine declared heir o the throne

Death of Louis XIV. Accession of Louis XIV's great-
grandson Louis XV (ba710), the younger brother of the
duc de Bretagne. The duc du Maine’s claim to the throne st
aside, and Philippe, duc d'Orléans (b.1674) appointed Regent,
being the son of Louis XIV's only brother and thus first
Prince of the Blood

Montesquicu, Letres persancs. Robere Walpole appointed first
Prime Minister of Great Britain

Death of Philippe d‘Orléans

Marriage of Louis XV to Maric Leszczynska (b.1703), daughter
of the deposed King of Poland, Snislas (1677-1766). and
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