
 



 



 

MICROMÉGAS AND OTHER SHORT FICTIONS

FRANÇOIS – MARIE AROUET (1694–1778), who later took the name of VOLTAIRE, was the son of a notary
and educated at a Jesuit School in Paris. His father wanted him to study the law, but the
young man was determined on a literary career. He gained an introduction to the intellectual
life of Paris and soon won a reputation as a writer of satires and odes – a not altogether
enviable reputation, for the suspicion of having written a satire on the Regent procured him a
term of six months’ imprisonment in the Bastille. On his release, his first tragedy, Œdipe, was
performed (1718) in Paris with great success and soon after he published the poem he had
written in prison, a national epic, La Henriade (1723), which placed him with Homer and
Virgil in the eyes of his contemporaries. After a second term of imprisonment in the Bastille,
Voltaire spent two and a half years (1726–8) in England, and returned to France full of
enthusiasm for the intellectual activity and the more tolerant form of government he found
there. His enthusiasm and his indictment of the French system of government are expressed
in his Letters Concerning the English Nation (1733), published in France as the Lettres
philosophiques, but whose sale was absolutely forbidden in France.

The next fifteen years were spent at the country seat of his friend, Madame du Châtelet,
where he wrote his most popular tragedies and his Zadig, a witty Eastern tale, and started
work on his Century of Louis XIV. After Madame du Châtelet’s death in 1749, Voltaire was
induced to pay a prolonged visit to the Court of Frederick the Great, with whom he had been
in correspondence for several years. While there he completed his important historical work
Essay on Customs (Essai sur les Moeurs et l’Esprit des Nations) and began his Philosophic
Dictionary. Voltaire and Frederick could not agree for long and in 1753 Voltaire decided to
leave Prussia. But he was not safe in France. After two years of wandering he settled near
Geneva and at last made a home at Ferney. It was during the last, and most brilliant, twenty
years of his life that he wrote Candide, his dialogues and more tales, and published his
widely-read Philosophic Dictionary (1764) in ‘pocket form’, while conducting his ceaseless and
energetic attack against what he called the ‘infamous thing’ – all manifestations of tyranny
and persecution by a privileged orthodoxy in Church and State. He died at the age of eighty-
four, after a triumphant visit to Paris, from which he had been exiled for so long.
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INTRODUCTION

This volume brings together a selection of Voltaire’s short fiction under the headings of
Contes and Mélanges. In a happy phrase, Voltaire’s contes have been called ‘the fables of
reason’.1 The description adroitly sums up that mixture of fantasy and rationality which
characterizes these short stories. The protagonist in each one usually goes on a journey,
literal or metaphorical. In so doing he acquires experience of the real world, both as actor
and spectator. Travelling in a strange environment, he is educated, often by pure surprise.
The knowledge gained will destroy belief in any ‘system’ that reduces the world and mankind
to a formula, optimistic or otherwise. Behind the central character stands the author, ever
present, guiding the reader towards a conclusion that, in a host of diverse ways, mocks at set
patterns of faith. All around us complexity and contradiction reign. Once we begin to
appreciate that, we may possibly start to show greater tolerance for others, avoiding
dogmatic attitudes which bring only oppression and cruelty in their wake. The tales are
‘philosophical’, if that can be taken as epistemology and empirical enquiry, but not if it
connotes metaphysics and unknowable truths beyond the sphere of human reason.

But how to define a Voltairean conte in terms of genre? No simple definition will suffice.
For Voltaire himself was chary of providing a neat domain with clearly delineated frontiers.
He used the term sparingly, and it was late in his life before any volumes by him bearing the
term appeared; even then, it may well have been his publisher’s idea. Stories like ‘Plato’s
Dream’ and ‘Micromégas’ came out first as Mélanges philosophiques; ‘The Consoler and the
Consoled’ and ‘The History of the Travels of Scarmentado’ were originally Mélanges de
littérature. As one can see from these titles, ‘mélanges’ (literally, ‘mixture’) is an even vaguer
description. So any attempt at a tight genre-definition is doomed from the start.

The very looseness of the form helped to provide its inherent attraction, since it allowed
for an unlimited mixture of registers and unfettered literary experimentation. The classicist
Voltaire, who held the ‘noble’ genres of tragedy and epic in high regard, could afford to let
his hair down in an area that had no traditional prestige attached to it. Besides, this love of
story-telling appears everywhere in his writings: histories, philosophical treatises,
correspondence. It was his way of giving indirect expression to his private feelings; indeed, it
is not too far-fetched to see them as fulfilling a personal catharsis.

Story-telling, in fact, runs right through Voltaire’s life. The first tales go back to 1715, the
final one received its last revisions sixty years later. The diversity of the form is reflected in
the Contes de Guillaume Vadé (1764), the first volume from Voltaire to include ‘conte’ in the
title – where the first seven are in verse! Yet until very recently, editions of his contes were
selected exclusively from his prose works,2 despite Voltaire’s frequent habit of intermingling
prose and verse in many of his works and correspondence. So it is not surprising to find that
the influences discernible in his contes stem from poets like La Fontaine as well as from prose
writers. To recognize this fluidity, the present edition includes one of Voltaire’s shorter
narrative poems (‘Cuckoldage’), which may serve to stand as a promise of the great comic
poem La Pucelle to come in later years.

But that is not all, so far as we are presently concerned. Voltaire’s polemical writings also



 took in mélanges (like conte, the French term is more useful than its equivalent in English).
The author often dubbed them facéties (merry pranks). But the ‘jokes’ could be serious in
their mischievousness. Some, like the ‘Account of the Jesuit Berthier’, develop a narrative in
a way that makes them virtually contes. Others are in dialogue form. But all aim to shake the
reader’s conventional assumptions, to make him think for himself. Enlightenment is all.
Satire, irony, dream-like imaginings, solid historical fact, parody: these are some of the tools
which Voltaire uses in his pursuit of that end.

René Pomeau once described Voltaire as ‘interminablement bref’.3 The paradox admirably
sums up the philosophe’s endlessly prolific capacity for concise statement, which has the
incidental consequence that over a score of his writings can be included in this edition. Many
are scarcely known outside France, yet they deserve recognition for the new insights they
offer to those who have read only ‘Candide’ and perhaps ‘L’Ingénu’ or ‘Zadig’. Together they
show the author’s vitality in casting his thoughts into ever-new combinations.

Although Voltaire never provided a definition of the conte, he made clear his intentions in
Le Taureau blanc (The White Bull), published in 1774, when the heroine speaks for him. Her
wish, says Amaside, is that ‘sous le voile de la fable, il [le conte] laissât entrevoir aux yeux
exercés quelque vérité fine qui échappe au vulgaire’: ‘beneath the veil of fable, it should
allow the practised eye to perceive some subtle truth unnoticed by the common horde’.4 The
same point is made in the ‘Conversation between Lucian, Erasmus and Rabelais’.
Circumspection had been essential for Erasmus if he did not want to be murdered or burned
at the stake. Rabelais, for his part, had decided that to act the madman was the only way he
could pour ridicule on the religious and political injustices of his time. Voltaire was to take
his own path of concealment.

It is through such approaches that the contes and the diverse mélanges can be seen as part
and parcel of the whole Voltairean polemic. But the substance of these short works is bound
up inextricably with the manner of their presentation. The greatness of ‘Candide’, it has been
said, lies less in the actual arguments against Optimism than in the realization that they are
demolished by ‘l’obsession d’un style’.5 The same observation applies to the works in this
edition. Voltaire’s bewilderment at the existence of evil in a Newtonian universe and his fight
against l’Infâme (religious intolerance) have both passed into history. But the uniquely
Voltairean style in which those preoccupations were couched remains, in all its protean
variety.

The author’s immediate emotions are transmuted: anger into derision, pain into jocularity.
Bitter scores are paid off through ridicule. Comic effects are conveyed through a large
diversity of techniques.6 Cruel caricature of the Catholic Church as a Punch and Judy show
(‘Pot-Pourri’); or ironic portrayal of the Jesuit Father Berthier as central player in a farce of
yawning, coma and convulsions: such are the modes employed. Reductionist methods are
applied to human behaviour: the history of the world is construed in terms of constipation
(‘Lord Chesterfield’s Ears’: would Charles I have been saved from execution if Cromwell had
not been intestinally blocked for the whole of the previous week?). The author creates a host
of literary personae: those with whom he can identify (Micromégas, Scarmentado, the good
Brahmin) or, more commonly, those he can assail in one form or another (the vindictive
Acrotal, the perfectionist Memnon, the gross Bababec). He invents absurdist names (Merry
Hissing probably takes pride of place in this edition). Writers are satirized obliquely:



 Fontenelle through the over-eager Saturnian, Rousseau, Descartes and Leibniz through their
philosophies.

Through all this, Voltaire’s ideal figure is, to cite the title of one of his essays, Le Philosophe
ignorant (1766): the modest intellectual who stops short of dogmatic world-views, is free of
the constrictions of the Church, and can get on with using his reason to penetrate accessible
truths. By contrast, the only suitable response to the absurd little cleric in ‘Micromégas’ is
Homeric laughter. The world and the human race are alike in being so full of contradictions
that no overall body of doctrine can make sense of them. We must resign ourselves to living
in uncertainty; and that uncertainty is the principle by which to exercise tolerance towards
one’s fellows: ‘become honest men; exercise compassion’ (‘Dialogue between Ariste and
Acrotal’). In a world of incomprehensible evil, pity and justice are the only decent response
on the part of the honnête homme.



 
CONTES

Cuckoldage

This verse tale, mildly ribald in character, dates from around 1715. It demonstrates Voltaire’s
gift, even in early manhood, for parody. In his poem, an orthodox mythological account of
the gods is transformed into the birth of the scabrous deity of the name of ‘Cuckoldage’. The
poet addresses his lady love as though he were in a conventional romance. Alas! she is
married, so the only god who can help him is this disreputable instigator of infidelity.
Voltaire is following in the line of La Fontaine’s fables of the previous century, but here they
are given a new treatment: sprightly, irreverent, in keeping with the aristocratic tone of the
circle in which the author was moving. Already, if only by implication, Christian values are
dismissed in favour of a pagan world of free love.

The One-eyed Porter

The suggestively erotic quality of the above poem is also a striking feature of this, one of
Voltaire’s earliest prose narratives, which we now know to date from about 1715 (although
not published before 1774). This story was written to be read aloud in Sceaux, at the court of
the duchesse du Maine, which was famous for its divertissements, and its essentially oral,
improvised style is readily apparent. The magical, dreamlike tone shows Voltaire as under the
influence, like many another contemporary writer, of the Oriental A Thousand and One
Nights, which had appeared in French for the first time in 1702. The transformation of the
poor one-eyed hero into a resplendent (and two-eyed!) young man comes straight from
Araby. But the author conceals till near the end that it is all a dream, even though enough
fantastic details have already been recounted to make one feel that this is surely a phallic
wish-fulfilment. There is, however, also a darker side. The evils of life make their appearance
in the first lines, never again to disappear completely from the Voltairean tale.

Cosi-Sancta

Like The One-eyed Porter, this tale originated at Sceaux in about 1715, as can be guessed from
its similarly libertine attitude. But to this Voltaire adds an open tilt at Christian beliefs. St
Augustine is cited as the source for the story that leads to the provocatively ironic comment
which the author makes on female virtue. But what in Augustine’s tale is a drama of sacrifice
for love that leads to moral improvement all round is transformed by Voltaire into a mocking
satire of morals when they are too rigidly held. Cosi-Sancta’s troubles arise in the first place
from her being a child of Jansenist parents who have inculcated in her a totally unrealistic
sense of virtue. Voltaire delights in understated euphemism: the honeymoon night spent
asleep; the danger to morality from mendicant monks; the brutally simple explanation from
Cosi-Sancta’s seducers as to what they want of her. One feels that already more than a hint of
the black humour of ‘Candide’ is present.



 Micromégas

Although it was not published until 1752, many of the essential elements of this story were
apparently to be found in a tale entitled ‘Voyage du baron de Gangan’, subsequently lost,
which Voltaire had sent to Frederick of Prussia in 1739.7 In this tale the author had made
comprehensive use for the first time of the imaginary voyage as an experience to broaden the
traveller’s view of life. The inhabitants of Sirius and Saturn move with ease through a
friendly and homogeneous universe, made comprehensible by the discoveries of Newton
about gravitation. Space is no more than a featureless landscape between two towns.
Contrary to the Jansenist pessimism of Pascal in the previous century, the infinity of the
cosmos is reassuring, since modern man has learned, thanks to science, to understand and
exploit it.

The hero, as the change of title from ‘Gangan’ demonstrates, has acquired a new name
redolent with possibilities. For ‘Micromégas’ is Janus-faced, looking out at once to the small
(‘micro’) and the large (‘mégas’). As seen by space-travellers, human beings are literally
microscopic, invisible without the aid of a magnifying glass. Not only are they physically
small; they and their planet are pathetically so: ‘At last they made out a small gleam of light:
it was the Earth. A pitiable sight, for people coming from Jupiter’ (p. 24). Yet this obscure
Earth, it turns out, contains a race capable of noble work – not, as they themselves prefer to
believe, in metaphysics but in the more modest, though far more useful, activity of scientific
experimentation. The Saturnian giant sums up the paradox: ‘This atom has actually measured
me!’ (p. 30). From which the sage Micromégas draws the proper conclusions: one must never
judge of anything by its apparent size. For even the tiniest of creatures, seemingly worth
naught but contempt, may possess a God-given intelligence.

This conte, then, displays a general hopefulness more appropriate to Voltaire in the late
1730s than the 1750s. Humanity has a rightful place in the universe, provided it can
recognize and accept that situation, and not pine for unattainable first truths. As Locke and
Newton had shown in their different spheres of human psychology and celestial astronomy,
the human animal possesses the unique capacity for empirical discovery of real knowledge
about the world and subsequently for the rational processing of the resulting data.

Even so, the story contains its darker moments. In his wide travels Micromégas has not
discovered true happiness anywhere in the universe. As for death, it infallibly comes at last,
whether one has lived 15,000 years or a mere earthly life-span: ‘Which, as you can see, is to
die almost the moment one is born’ (p. 21). The remark anticipates Beckett’s trenchant
statement that one gives birth astride of a grave.8 Indeed, Voltaire’s observation has been
seen as the basic starting-point for the modern notion of death: material, scientific, a wholly
natural event.9

So it would be imprudent to establish a simplistic contrast between this story and the later
‘Candide’. But that said, one should recall that ‘Micromégas’ ends, not just in mockery of the
pretentious little theologian but also with the expression of affectionate sentiments by the
hero for the Earthmen he has encountered, while yet regretting their limitless conceit. The
subtitle ‘A Philosophical Story’ makes clear where Voltaire is placing the emphasis. The tale is
basically structured around two dialogues, the first between the two travellers, the second
their ‘conversations’ with human beings. Apart from a cursory account of the personal



 troubles on Sirius that motivate the voyage, Micromégas is essentially a talking head, as is
(even more so, though more fallibly) his Saturnian companion. Micromégas does not wish to
be entertained with romantic fables; he wishes to learn (‘I want to be instructed’: p. 20). The
discoveries made in this story are all related to man’s cosmic situation. The problematics of
social and moral relationships are still to come.

Voltaire has seized upon the use made of relative proportions by Swift in Gulliver’s Travels,
a work much admired by him, which appeared during the philosophe’s stay in England. But he
steers his narrative in quite another direction. Except for some ludic treatment of the space-
journeys and the different sizes of men and giants, Voltaire eschews the fantastic. In its place
he creates a universe devoid of Christian values where humankind, subject neither to the sins
of Adam and Eve nor to the possibility of divine redemption, can still find for itself a
meaningful niche.

The World As It Is

Voltaire’s first conte to be published was ‘Zadig’ (1747). Thereafter, stories appeared
regularly from his pen until the final years of his life. ‘The World As It Is’ (the title in French,
‘Le Monde comme il va’, may have been suggested by Congreve’s The Way of the World10)
appeared in 1748, probably arising out of a visit by Voltaire to Paris in 1739, lasting over
two months. He had not set foot in the capital for three years, so he was coming to it with
fresh eyes. The conclusion to this story recalls a letter of 1739 where Voltaire compares Paris
to Nebuchadnezzar’s statue, ‘part gold, part muck’. The tale is clearly a parable of the
contemporary French capital. However, the conte took several years to evolve, as references
in it to later events demonstrate.

The tale reads almost like a balance-sheet with ‘Assets’ and ‘Liabilities’. The rather
mechanical enumeration makes it structurally less satisfying than some of his other contes;
but it does testify to an earnest attempt by Voltaire to set a moral valuation upon Paris and,
by extension, urban society in general. This enquiry is pursued with the utmost seriousness,
for the basic question addressed by Babouc is, quite simply: does Paris deserve to be saved?
The subsequent investigation is conducted across a wide range of moral and social issues. Its
results are inconclusive, even contradictory. War, for instance, gives rise to appalling horrors;
yet it is also the setting for astonishing acts of selfless heroism. The details given are often
piquant. A rumour that peace is imminent leads, not as might rationally be expected, to an
anticipatory détente but only to intensified fighting. (One is reminded of the intense firing on
the Western Front as the truce-hour approached on the morning of Armistice Day, 1918.) As
in war, so in everything else. Human beings are inexplicable, equally capable of utter
baseness and sublime altruism.

In the end, Babouc feels that he must not call down divine thunderbolts upon the human
race. One has to be resigned to things as they necessarily are (rather more so than in later
years, when Voltaire crusaded against at least some of these abuses). Babouc comes to feel a
liking for the city, ‘whose inhabitants were civilized, gentle and benevolent, even if they
were frivolous, scandal-mongering and full of vanity’ (p. 50–51). Evidently, the good
qualities just about tip the scales against the bad; worldliness wins out over the temptations



 of retreat and seclusion. Christian pessimism, incorporating a belief in Original Sin, is
irrelevant, as too is the Christian hope of Heaven. Men are, like the world around them, full
of contradictions. Irregularity is inherent in our very nature; expecting people to be perfectly
wise is as crazy as putting wings on dogs or horns on eagles.11

Yet the sense of moral evil cannot be exorcized by this deliberately trite conclusion. War,
injustice, oppression are existential realities. Babouc resembles Micromégas in being an
observer from afar, of interest only for his reactions to our world. But the awareness of
suffering and cruelty is now to the forefront.

Memnon

Written about 1748 (and published in 1750), this story has the same theme as ‘Zadig’: a naïve
protagonist starts out full of confidence that he knows the right way to run his life and
becomes disillusioned. In both tales an angel appears and offers advice. But the comparisons
serve only to bring out how much darker is the tone of ‘Memnon’. ‘Zadig’ ends ambiguously;
the angel may have talked in riddles about Providence, but he is helpful in practical terms
and the hero profits from it. In ‘Memnon’ things are much less ambivalent. Memnon’s ‘little
blueprint of wisdom’ (p. 52) is flawed from the outset by his total lack of self-awareness. If
he eventually acquires some sort of enlightenment, it is at the irreparable cost of an eye and
the loss of happiness which that represents.

The fable carries a classical moral about the folly of aiming at perfect rationality. But any
complacent acceptance of that lesson on the reader’s part is subverted by the discomfiting
manner in which Voltaire narrates it. The angel is no more than a resplendent scarecrow: six
fine wings, as tradition dictates, but devoid of head, feet and tail, and he ‘resembled nothing
at all’ (p. 55). The world from which he has come is a weird domain lacking food, sex, money
and even corporeal beings. It follows, then, that his message should be a satirical version of
the Leibnizian doctrine of Optimism (which in a few years would be receiving its final
quietus in ‘Candide’), that ‘All is well’. If, it appears, a perfect world does exist, that place is
totally inaccessible – even to the angel, though his world is far better than our planet.

However, the narration contains humour, even as it tells of Memnon’s despair. His
downfall is recounted sardonically. He believes, of course, that he is not in the least affected
sexually by the beautiful lady (‘he was quite sure he was no longer subject to such weakness’:
p. 53), but only by his finer feelings for her. Be that as it may, the end result is the same.
Crossed legs uncross, with devastating consequences. The tone of ‘Candide’ has entered on
the scene, to take up from now on a regular place in Voltaire’s stories.

Letter from a Turk

First published in 1750 (and probably written in the same year), this is a work which did not
appear in any edition of the stories during Voltaire’s lifetime; such is the diverse nature of the
genre. In ‘Letter from a Turk’, Voltaire uses a first-person narration, thereby creating a
precedent in his story-telling technique. It may well be that he is recalling his stay in England
at the home of his host, Sir Everard Fawkener.12 At all events, the tale is set in an exotic



 world of crazy dogmatists, for whom godliness consists of solipsistic self-denial. The author
casts a cynical eye over the women who flock to ‘consult’ the naked Bababec sitting on his
bed of nails. Briefly converted to a happier way of life, the fakir discovers that nails in his
bottom are preferable to loss of prestige with the opposite sex. The human penchant for
masochism, mindless ecstasy and fundamentalist religion is depressing evidence of our
readiness to take refuge from facing up to reality.

Although ostensibly about Hinduism, the tale does not simply mock an Eastern religion but
is meant also (and mainly) to satirize any cult which puts self-mutilation ahead of social
benevolence. Behind the picture of the Indian fakirs, one may glimpse hints of Christian
monks or Jansenist purists.

Plato’s Dream

Like ‘Micromégas’, this brief sketch has a cosmic dimension. But it goes somewhat further in
its stress upon the question of evil, even though the final conclusion is along Leibnizian lines,
that essentially all is well with the universe. It is true, however, that our own world is
subject to every sort of physical limitation and peril. Meanwhile, that strange species the
human race abuses the faculty of reason with which it has been endowed. Humankind is as
much given to murderous aggression as it is vulnerable to plague and pestilence, some of it
self-inflicted. Even so, the genie sent by ‘the great Demiurge’ to create our planet has a good
line of defence: have the other genies done any better with their own worlds? It becomes
clear that ‘the eternal Geometer’ alone has the capacity to make perfect things. Final
pirouette: Plato awakes; it was nothing but a dream. Voltaire is clearly aware of the miseries
of the human lot, but as yet in general terms only. The mood of the tale is speculative, the
irony detached. This is not yet the tone of ‘Candide’; God is still being cleared of blame for
the physical and moral evil in this world. Despite the nominally Platonic base to the
narrative, the cosmos outlined here is founded on firm Newtonian principles of order and
harmony.

This story was not published till 1756, but there are grounds for thinking that it was at
least begun, like ‘Micromégas’, during Voltaire’s years at Cirey.

The History of the Travels of Scarmentado

The pessimism implicit in ‘Letter from a Turk’ finds its most overt expression in
‘Scarmentado’ (published in 1756), the most ferociously dark of all Voltaire’s contes. In part it
relates to the author’s mood at one of the worst periods of his life, 1753–4, when he was a
refugee from Frederick’s court in Berlin and at the same time debarred by Louis XV from
returning to Paris. This sense of exile was reinforced by Voltaire’s historical researches, which
confirmed for him that the world is full of unmitigated horrors: ‘Candide’ without Eldorado
or the final garden. Wherever Scarmentado travels, he meets with one disaster after another,
cruel absurdities and the total collapse of moral values. Nor is this a fantasy scenario. The
events recounted actually occurred around 1615–20 (Voltaire was engrossed in his world
history, the Essai sur les mœurs, which gives full coverage to this period). In the end, our anti-



 hero is only too happy to settle for being cuckolded back at home. Derisive bathos is a fitting
conclusion to a story that is throughout a series of savage demystifications. The first-person
point of view heightens the sense of Voltaire’s personal identification with his protagonist.
The authorial distancing of, say, ‘Memnon’ is replaced here by bitter satire.

The Consoler and the Consoled

Also published in 1756, this parody of a classical fable sums up the sad paradox of human
bereavement and grief. Philosophical advice to others to show stoical courage proves useless
for oneself when one is faced with the existential loss of a loved one. Time alone is a healer;
but that is no consolation either. The tale of the unfortunate princess touches on the
ridiculous by the sheer plethora of the disasters that befall her, while the notion that hearing
such a story can comfort anyone else is comically mistaken. The exercise of pure reason is no
answer to suffering.

The Story of a Good Brahmin

Brief though it is, this parable goes to the heart of a paradox fundamental to the period: how,
if at all, to combine rational enquiry and happiness? Any complacent views on the matter are
quickly swept away by the author. Though the pursuit of earthly happiness is one of the
principles of the Enlightenment, the good Brahmin shows that there is a direct correlation
between on the one hand intelligence and sensibility and on the other discontent. The only
sure guarantor of happiness is imbecility. Thus the thinking person has only one path to take:
dignified reason – which is itself a lunatic answer. The tale ends in an impasse.

This story was written probably in 1759, the year when ‘Candide’ was published, and it
springs from the same view, that the world is a mad place, though the conclusions of this
story are somewhat different. The Brahmin, elderly like Voltaire (and Pococurante in
‘Candide’), lives a civilized life in a fine house and gardens, yet can make no sense of that
life. The tale appeared in 1761: the crusading philosophe of the 1760S and 1770S had still to
make his entry on stage.

Pot-Pourri

This is one of the strangest writings ever to come from Voltaire’s pen. The classicist apostle of
rational order in aesthetic matters here produces a work of discontinuity as bold as it is
bewildering. Its composition over a period of years (1761–4: it was published in 1765) is of a
complexity such as to require the use of diagrams for its elucidation.13 There is no single
unifying theme. The nearest approximation to that is furnished by the tale of the marionettes;
and yet this stops at Chapter XI (out of fifteen chapters in all). Into this dense fabric are
worked a wide range of other topics: inter alia, the fate of the Jesuit Order, persecution of the
Protestants, the excess of religious festivals.

Not only does the structure defy easy comprehension. The basic gist of the conte is not



 immediately evident either. But Voltaire has left enough clues in his other writings for us to
see that the theatre fable is a covert attack upon Jesus Christ and the Catholic Church.
Punchinello, who like Christ rejoices in two quite contrary genealogies, is an illiterate whose
companions are nomadic beggars. But the Church that he founded grows fat and powerful as
the result of a trumped-up miracle of resurrection (Ch. VII); and religious wars follow in its
wake. The meaning of this virulent assault upon Christ (the last one by Voltaire – he became
more tolerant in this respect in later years) had necessarily to be concealed from the ordinary
reader and made understandable only to the cognoscenti, after the manner ascribed to
Rabelais in ‘Conversation between Lucian, Erasmus and Rabelais’.

Was Voltaire inspired by Tristram Shandy? We know that he was acquainted with Sterne’s
novel from 1760 and owned the first six volumes up to 1762, and also that he took an
interest in its bizarre structure of ‘preliminaries and digressions’. Voltaire compared it
suggestively to Rabelais as ‘une espèce de roman bouffon’ (‘a kind of farcical novel’),14 and it
is possible that he saw a means by which Sterne’s grotesque levity could be harnessed to an
all-out assault on l’Infâme.

An Indian Incident

This brief piece first appeared as the final chapter of a treatise, Le Philosophe ignorant (1766),
further proof of Voltaire’s disregard for genre boundaries. The scene depicted is stark;
everything devours everything else. The concluding words ‘Sauve qui peut’ (‘Every man for
himself’) recur often in Voltaire’s writings, consistently signalling a mood of great
discouragement. From spiders to human beings, all living things appear to be caught by
nature in a web of internecine destruction, while good people like Pythagoras perish. Even
so, this despairing picture is painted with brio. The hero, fortunately trained in the universal
language of the animal and vegetable domains, learns that to the blade of grass, the sheep is
nothing less than a monster. As the cosmic vision expands to embrace ubiquitous horror, the
observation by Pythagoras that these barbarous animals are no philosophes sounds a note of
the blackest humour through its savage understatement.

Lord Chesterfield’s Ears

Although Voltaire shared his countrymen’s dismay at their defeat by Britain in the Seven
Years War, and despite the total hostility he came to show towards Shakespeare as a
corrupting influence on French theatre, he retained to the end a benevolent feeling for the
land he had visited in his younger days. Even so, England serves here in this late work
(published in 1775) only as a background framework. There seems to be no good reason for
the title, except perhaps to stimulate curiosity in the reading public. The death in 1773 of
Chesterfield, whom Voltaire had known and to whom he had written a friendly letter only
two years earlier, may well have triggered his imagination, since the English lord’s notorious
deafness provided a springboard for the theme of fatality which is announced in the opening
sentence.

Structurally, the tale quickly resolves itself into a series of dialogues on topics that deeply



 interested Voltaire in these final years. The problem of evil has not disappeared from his
consciousness, nor will it ever. But here it is simply the stuff of which enlightened men talk
around a dinner-table (Ch. V), with the paradoxical result that the very discussion brings
them pleasure. Scenes at table are an important element of the narrative, as so often in
Voltaire’s contes. Such conversations testify to the capacity of true philosophes for deriving
enjoyment from civilized and tolerant discourse that can take in every subject under the sun –
unlike the ‘parish curates’, who are provincial enough to assume that the rest of the universe
is just like Exchange Alley in London.

The debate on fatality opens out on to an appreciation of the marvellous way everything in
Nature is composed. Chesterfield’s surgeon Sidrac, a man of wisdom, argues that Nature is a
misnomer; all things in the world have been skilfully created. But we are all, of necessity,
what we are. Indeed, even God is bound by the laws of His nature. This provides a certain
reassurance on the cosmic level; but it also means that we have to lead our lives in utter
ignorance about our own nature, our constitution, our place in the world. Access to the great
metaphysical truths is forever denied us. Wherever Sidrac looks, he finds only ‘obscurity,
contradiction, impossibility, ridiculousness, delusions, extravagance, chimera, absurdity,
idiocy, charlatanism’ (p. 99). It is not a consoling vision. Human beings are slaves to their
intestines: even the most gallant of men, the most coquettish of women (Ch. VII). Henri III
became constipated when a north-east wind was blowing, and woe betide anyone, like the
duc de Guise, who forgot it. The golden rule is moderation in food and drink; ‘and let the rest
go its ways’ (p. 109).

Tahiti is interwoven as a theme into this context. Both Cook and Bougainville had paid
visits there in the 1760s, and they brought back tales of a different moral code, especially in
sexual relations, from that followed by European Christians. Poor Dr Goodman wishes he
could practise free love on the altar of sacrifice with Miss Fidler, the way the Tahitians do. In
the end he wins her, though in a more furtive manner: as an adulterous man of the cloth. But
this triumph is no help at all to his vocation, and the story concludes on a derisive resignation
to universal fatality. Some people are just plain unlucky, as when Goodman loses his patron
just when he needed him; and some are lucky, as when the same Goodman obtains his
ecclesiastical living through a brutal exchange of money against married love. So goes the
world. The best advice to Goodman, as to all mankind, is: get your bowels in order.



 
MÉLANGES

Account of the Jesuit Berthier

This is generally considered to be the best of all Voltaire’s facéties (literally, ‘witticisms’: a
term he applied to brief texts of a polemical nature). In it he exacts his meed of vengeance
for the campaign waged by the Jesuits against the Encyclopédie, which had resulted in the
suspension of the great Dictionary in 1759. In ‘Account of the Jesuit Berthier’, written as an
immediate riposte to that suspension and published that year, the Jesuit menace is conjured
by pure ridicule. Berthier, out delivering his Journal de Trévoux, succumbs to the noxious airs
that this Jesuit periodical emits. Only the Encyclopédie might act as an antidote, but it turns
out that not even that philosophe work can now overturn the fatal effects. Berthier is
unluckily handed over to his deadly enemies the Jansenists and is only just saved in the nick
of time from dying unconfessed. Thereby Voltaire delights in pouring scorn on both sects
through their feuding with each other.

Berthier, a master of casuistry as befits a Jesuit, repeatedly takes refuge in hair-splitting
‘distinctions’ of nugatory value. While his ‘love’ of God is unconditional, his ‘love’ of his
neighbour is at best a grudging concession. In the end Berthier gains absolution, but only after
he has admitted to a fundamental truth: that his Journal is a useless bore. This act of
repentance wins him a limited sentence in Purgatory (333,333 years, 3 months and 3 days:
Voltaire manifestly delights in exploiting so ridiculously the sacred number three), and, too,
because he finally admits to the sin of pride. Father Garassise, to whom he appears in a
vision, learns that the Journal is harmful as well as absurd and duly renounces it. Game, set
and match: the Jesuits go down to defeat through mockery.

Voltaire probably got the idea from Swift, who had in the Bickerstaff Papers turned the
tables on one John Partridge, an almanach-maker who enjoyed predicting other people’s
deaths, by foretelling the latter’s demise ‘upon the 29th of March [1708] next’.15 The
philosophe begins with the same sonorous use of the date of Berthier’s death. In the event, the
latter was to outlive Voltaire, but the fictional death effectively despatched him as a figure of
authority. This device is embellished by telling details. We know that the yawning,
occasioned at first by the pure boredom emanating from the Journal de Trévoux, has turned
fatal when Berthier’s three writing fingers can no longer clutch a pen. This synecdochic device
reduces Berthier to nothing more than a writing hack.

Berthier’s penance in Purgatory is exquisite torture, mending Jansenist nuns’ smocks and
reading aloud from Pascal’s hateful polemic against the Jesuits, the Lettres provinciales, as
though it were a sacred text. As for the reverend Jesuit Fathers, Voltaire reduces them in
status to mere ‘brothers’. There is in this ‘Account of the Jesuit Berthier’ a verve of satirical
invention that contrasts strongly with the brooding nature of some of the contes, though it is
also reminiscent of Voltaire’s satire of the Jesuits in ‘Candide’. The fantastical embroidery of
reality demolishes the egregious Berthier; the prestigious editor of the Journal de Trévoux is
transformed into a ludicrous puppet.

Dialogue between a Savage and a Graduate



 These two dialogues (published, along with the ‘Dialogue between Ariste and Acrotal’, in
1761) differ in tone. In the first Voltaire explodes the primitivist theories of Rousseau (who is
never mentioned or even referred to). The name ‘Savage’ is misleading; he is just as civilized
as a European, and much more so than such pseudo-intellectuals as the Graduate, who is
forever asking metaphysical questions about mankind to which there can be no answer. But
the Graduate does not give up easily; he invites the Savage to dinner.

This turns out to be an unhappy occasion for the latter. Made unwell by the food he has to
eat, he is also made to listen to a lecture on the human soul and the external world. A farrago
of self-contradictory nonsense about the pineal gland is followed by an equally absurd claim
that this is the best of all possible worlds, despite the millions that have been massacred in
wars or died from countless maladies, for these tribulations serve only to bring out the best
in mankind. After Rousseau, it is now the turn of Descartes and Leibniz to be pilloried. The
dinner is no more than a ‘dialogue of the deaf’ with overtones of Molière and is abruptly
terminated by the Savage when he comes to see that further conversation is useless. In brief
space Voltaire covers a wide range of philosophical topics: the human condition, society, law.
Throughout all this the Savage unfailingly talks good sense, while his interlocutor as
consistently spouts nonsense.

Dialogue between Ariste and Acrotal

If the Graduate was absurd, Acrotal (etymologically ‘the high-placed’) is downright
pernicious. He condemns all reasoning people as a danger to the state, since they encourage
others to think and to judge independently of authority. Ariste’s defence of philosophes as
peaceable individuals cuts no ice with Acrotal, who sees the spread of philosophy as a
straightforward struggle for power. Whereas the doctrinaires of old enjoyed unchallenged
supremacy, they are now mocked by the new generation of intellectuals. The key issue here
is the appearance of the Encyclopédie and the right it claimed to promote independent
enquiry. Voltaire captures the odiousness of an attitude that would unhesitatingly drown a
Bayle, or burn a Condillac for disseminating Locke’s opinions. For his part Ariste, as befits a
true philosophe, urges an end to disputation and a concentration upon morality through its
essential elements of tolerance and pity.

The Education of Daughters

Voltaire does not often dwell on female education. But here he reveals a concern for the
independence of young women in their own right. Sophronie has been fortunate in her
mother, who did not follow the conventional path of giving her a convent education which
teaches girls absolutely nothing about the outside world. Instead she has treated her daughter
as a thinking person. This brief piece (probably written in 1761: it appeared in 1765) is a
prefiguration of Laclos’s De l’éducation des femmes (1783), as too of his novel Les Liaisons
dangereuses (1782) which graphically shows the tragic consequences of a convent upbringing
for the ingenuous Cécile, who unlike Sophronie has the misfortune to be the daughter of a
totally conformist and stupid mother.



 Wives, Submit Yourselves to Your Husbands

We have here a further confirmation of Voltaire’s sympathy for women’s rights. It fits in
nicely, of course, with his detestation of St Paul, and it gives him a marvellous opportunity to
point out an area where Islam is more enlightened than Christianity. But Voltaire’s attitude
goes deeper than that. Men are not accorded superiority in any field. It is even likely that
their proclaimed authority derives only from usurpation of rights through brute force.
Besides, it is women who suffer the pains and miseries of childbirth and menstruation. As for
male sexuality, the experienced Maréchale de Grancey dismisses it as ‘of little account’ (p.
138). The sexes are equal and interdependent. The Maréchale is the best sort of eighteenth-
century woman. But even she was caught up until an advanced age with frivolous
entertainments; such is the situation of even the well-placed female in society. Her education
in no way had prepared her to be acquainted with great literature. She has had to discover it
for herself.

First published in 1765, this piece reflects Voltaire’s admiration for Catherine the Great,
who had ascended the Russian throne in 1762.

Dialogue between the Cock and the Hen

Voltaire here shows, too, a concern for animals’ rights (this work appeared in the same 1765
collection as ‘Wives, Submit Yourselves to Your Husbands’). Here is a touching account of
two peaceable farmyard victims, doomed to torture and a cruel death, in order to satisfy
human self-indulgence. It allows Voltaire to attack the ‘madman they call Descartes’, whose
thesis that animals are mere machines devoid of thought is cruel as well as absurd, because it
provides an excuse for such barbaric acts. In contrast to gluttonous Christians, the author
evokes the image of a nobler, vegetarian civilization in India, which followed the precepts of
two ‘great philosophers of antiquity’, Pythagoras and Porphyry (virtuous pagans, who had no
need of Christian doctrines to instruct them in morality).

But these animals also serve as an allegory of mankind. Human beings too are abused for
others’ pleasure: the castration of young boys, or worse yet, the ‘roasting’ of those who hold
the wrong opinions (one is reminded of the auto-da-fé in ‘Candide’ organized by the
Portuguese Inquisition). Cannibalism also exists. In brief, enlightened philosophers are the
exception amongst the murderously brutal human race.

One further layer can be seen in this short dialogue. The fate of the condemned fowls
conjures up a picture of the general human condition, in which a callous God
incomprehensibly inflicts suffering and death. This apprehension of an indifferently cruel
deity who punishes us for reasons beyond our understanding is a leitmotif running through
Voltaire’s work, and suggested here with particular starkness.

Conversation between Lucian, Erasmus and Rabelais

Although this is by no means the last of Voltaire’s Mélanges (it was published in 1766), one
may suitably conclude with this dialogue, since in it the author displays his recipe for



 handling dangerous material. The contemporary age is just slightly better than the times of
Erasmus and Rabelais, though far inferior to second-century AD Greece when Lucian was
alive. Erasmus, and even more Rabelais, showed the way of enlightenment; but unlike Lucian
they had to present it covertly. By playing the fool and stooping to vulgarity, Rabelais
conveyed a satirical view of the fanaticism around him to those readers intellectually
equipped to understand. But alas! It is still not possible to reveal the truth to the public at
large. So one must be resigned to putting at least one’s friends on the right path. In the
process of making these points, Voltaire enjoys attributing to the dead, who are beyond the
reach of persecution, his contempt for monks and priests and the whole Catholic hierarchy.
The legitimate claims of the free mind can be maintained through the medium of laughter.
Notwithstanding, the millennium of total enlightenment is not yet in sight.

Haydn Mason
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1. Roger Pearson, The Fables of Reason: A Study of Voltaire’s Contes philosophiques (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1993).
2. To the best of my knowledge, Sylvain Menant was the first to break with this narrow view
in his edition: Contes en vers et en prose, 2 vols. (Paris: Garnier, 1992–3).
3. René Pomeau, La Religion de Voltaire, rev. edn. (Paris: Nizet, 1969), p. 471.
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Eighteenth Century, 179 (1979), pp. 101 – 16, remains the most complete short account of
Voltaire’s comic devices.
7. For a full justification of this claim, see Contes en vers et en prose, ed. Menant, vol. i, pp.
57ff.
8. Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot (London: Faber & Faber, 1956), p. 89.
9. Lucien Febvre, Le Probléme de l’incroyance au XVI’ siècle, rev. edn. (Paris, 1962), p. 209.
10. Voltaire met Congreve while in England, and admired his comedies; see Lettres
philosophiques, ed. Gustave Lanson, rev. André M. Rousseau, 2 vols. (Paris: Didier, 1964), vol.
ii, pp. 108–9.
11. See Questions sur l’ Encyclopédie, in Œuvres complètes, ed. L. Moland (Paris: Garnier, 1877–
85), vol. xviii, p. 256. This remark had appeared in a 1742 essay on ‘Contradictions’.
12. René Pomeau, D’Arouet à Voltaire (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1985), p. 233.
13. A masterly account of the genesis of this story is provided by Frédéric Deloffre and
Jacqueline Hellegouarc’h, in Voltaire: Romans et contes, ed. Deloffre and Jacques Van den
Heuvel (Paris: Gallimard, 1979), pp. 894–925.
14. Ahmad Gunny, Voltaire and English Literature, Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century,
177 (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1979), pp. 264–9.
15. Jonathan Swift, Bickerstaff Papers, ed. H. Davis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1939),
p. 145. Voltaire refers to the hoax in two letters: D4815, 5008 (Correspondence, ed. Theodore
Besterman, Oxford etc.: Voltaire Foundation, 1968–77).



 
CHRONOLOGY OF VOLTAIRE’S

LIFE AND TIMES

1694 Born (probably 20 Feb., at Chatenay, near Paris) François-Marie Arouet, son
of a wealthy notary.

1704–11 Educated at the prestigious Jesuit College of Louis-le-Grand, Paris.

1714–16
Active social life in Paris and at various chateaux, including that of the
duchesse du Maine at Sceaux. ‘Cuckoldage’, ‘The One-eyed Porter’ and ‘Cosi-
Sancta’ all date from this period.

1715 Louis XIV dies; country is governed by the Regent, Philippe duc d’Orléans.

1717–18 Imprisoned in Bastille for 11 months, for scurrilous writings against the
Regent.

1718 Adopts name of Voltaire.

1723 Louis XV crowned King.

1726–8

Stay in England, after being obliged to leave Paris following a quarrel with the
high-born chevalier de Rohan. Presented at Court of St James’s. Meets Pope,
Congreve, etc. Corresponds with Swift, and reads admiringly latter’s Gulliver’s
Travels (1726). Discovers Newton’s works.

1733 Letters concerning the English Nation (English version of the Lettres
philosophiques) published in London.

1734

Lettres philosophiques published in France; condemned by the Paris Parlement
and publicly burned. A warrant is issued for Voltaire’s arrest, but he escapes
imprisonment by settling at Cirey in Champagne, home of Mme du Châtelet,
who had become his mistress.

1738
Sends Frederick of Prussia the ‘Voyage du baron de Gangan’ (now lost, but
possibly a first working of ‘Micromégas’). Éléments de Newton (1st edn.)
published.

1740 Frederick of Prussia becomes Frederick II.

1745 Voltaire in favour at Louis XV’s court at Versailles; appointed Royal
Historiographer.

1747 ‘Zadig’, first of Voltaire’s contes to appear.

1749 Probable composition of ‘The World As It Is’. Mme du Châtelet dies.

1750 Voltaire goes to Frederick II’s court at Potsdam. ‘Memnon’ and ‘Letter from a
Turk’ appear.

Publication of vol. I of the Encyclopédie. Voltaire will contribute several
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