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Summary

"~

The prime object of this study is to define and ascertain Voltzairefs

4

historical method and conception of history in Le Sidcle de Louis XIV.In

chapter I,the composition of thé work is traced by meéns of the Correspondence,
the Notebooks,the text itself and other documents,from its conéeption in the
1720's to the publication of the fifst edition in 1751.It is demonstrated
that the original manuscript was drafted during two periods of intense intell-
ectual activity,from 1735 to 1737 ana from 1750 to 1751.Whilst othér literary’
activities and other occupations distracted Voltaire from his cherished
ambition bf erecting a monument to the glory of Louis XIV,he never ceased to
vdocument himself,and due consideration is given to his method of gathering
relevant information through a network of éorrespondents,the use of public
end private libraries and his own journalistié gearch for material,
Contemporary reactions to the early editions of Le Sitcle are assessed
in chapter II with a view to establizhing the impact made by the work in its
day.Both the individual respongses of Voltaire's corresp;ndents and the verdict
of European periodicals are surveyad.It emerges that whilst the work got a
mixed reception,it clearly caught the imagination of the reading public of
Europe and that its very controversial nature helped fo publicise it further.
Special attention is also paid to Voltaire's method of work,as he set out
to gauge public opinion and modify,augment and improve the existing text in

the light of comments passed on to him and new evidence.

In order to understand further Voltaire's historical method in Le

Sikcle,

the rple of oral documentation and his handling of a large sample of pu=
blished and manuscript sources of various kinds-(e.gs general histories,
biographies and autobiographies of geﬁerals,plenipotentiaries' wfitings,
courtiers' memoirs and other documents)- are analyged closely in chapter III.

Voltaire's version is put alongside the original and hims notes in the Notebooks

to illustrate the transformations which the material has undergone.Vpltaire's

I
A ’ Vs
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agsiduous,systematic and altogether impressive documentation reveals that
he aimed to write 'scientific' history.The use of notes mueites and marginalia
in his éopiea of sources;which have been carefully eqtablished and examined,
confirms that he adopted a posiéive and methodical approach to the problems
of historical documentation,Although his method falls short of modern standards
of scholarship in some respects,his endless quest for the truth and his
accuracy in giving the main facts cannot be denied.Voltaire's practice in
Le Sidcle is measured against his theoretical pronouncements on the use of
80urces and a high degree of correlation is observed between the two.His
°riginali£y is seen to reside in his highly individualistic selection,
interpretation and presentation of the material gleaned from sources.He
gives as sound a basis to history as was poss%ble in his day and his work
marks a considerable advance on humanist history.
If history has a 'scientific' basis in terms of its rigid documen-
tation,the end product in Le Sidcle bears the mark of the literary artist
who adds to the dramatic elements,exploits a gocd narrative and generally
endows the material with the necessary imaginative quality to arouse the
interest of the reader,To Voltaire therefore history remains as much a branch
of the arts as it was to humanist historians.re Sitcle is shown in chapter
IV to be a remarﬁable and fascinating compendium of the variocus styles of
Voltaire and one igs faced with diverse facets of the historian:the objective
chronicler of events, the journaiist,the conteur,the raconteur. or bel esprit,
and the propagandist.These manners are fully discussed and illustrated,and
Voltaire's historical manner which belongs exclusively to his histories,
is defined.In the end it is the perfect fusion betﬁéen the form and the
content and Voltaire's attempt to write both informative and imaginative
history which account largely for the lasting success of Le Sicle.,
Finally,this study opens out on a consideration of Voltaire's aims

in Le Sidcle,for 211 along theée are seen to dictate the selection,manipulation

’ -
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and presentation of the material.Chapter V examinea;éw Voltaire's historical
aims~both strictly historical ones and the concept of social history; b.
Voltaire's wish to write philosophic history,his attempts to understand and
account for historical phenomen; in terms of certain theories of causation,
of a fixed concept of human nature and his commitment to the philosophic
cause as well as his approach as a2 moralist intent on teaching by examples;
Ce his literary and aesthetic aims.lMoreover,Voltaire's achievements in
Lé_§1§gle are measured against his professed aims and hidden intentions,

Thus it becomes apparent in this study that Voltaire viewed history
as a scieﬂce,an art and a philosophy.His originality lies in the way he fuses
the best features of these three branches of knowledge in Le Sitcle which
stands half-vay between traditionalist and modern history and as such amounts

\

to a unique historical and literary achievement by its nature and for its

tine,



NOTA BENE
The footnotes in this thesis provide only the minimum data,and when works
are referred to by their short titles im the notes,full bibliographical

details are to be found in the bibliography at the end.
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Introduction

Le Sivcle de Louis XIV is rightly regarded as one of the

masterpieces of historical writinge. In his voltaire's Politics,

Peter Gay remarks: "Voltaire's history of this age was, of
course, far more than a political document; it was, above all,
history, and brilliant hiatory."l 1t remains a unique
historiecal and literary achievement for its time, standing halfe
way between the type of traditionalist history that prevailed
towards the end of thé seventeenth century and at the begimnning
of the eighteenth, and modern 'scientifie' history, as E.

Bourgeols has observed in his introduction: "Ie 3idcle de Louls

X1V est par sa date et par sa nature une muvre unique entre toutes
les auvres hi.artm'!umu."2 It is by far the most widely read of
Voltaire's histories, and with L'Rssai sur les mours, the

historical work on which voltaire's reputation as an historian
chiefly rests nowadays. The Histoire de gharles XII (1731),

his first strictly historical venture if one excludes La Henriade,
displays many fine stylistic gqualities, with its thrilling
narrative, its lively presentation where Voltaire's mastery of
story-telling techniques is seen at its best. put the historian
has hot yet broken free of humanist history in this work; he
clearly invents a lot of details; he fuli to make a clear-cut
distinetion botween essential facts and trivie, and he indulges
in the romanesque for its own sake. Moreover, the concept of
social history is not yet fully developed in gharles XII.
Voltaire's attitude is frequently no less cavalier to the problem
of historical documentation and accuracy than that of such
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humanist historians as Saint-Réal. As will be shown in this
study, Le Sidcle de Louis XIV (1751) marked e considerable step

forward towards a more mature and sober approach to history and

to giving it a sounder and a more scientific basis, without

ever sacrificing the stylistic excellence which was already the
trademark of the historian in gharles XII. Voltaire's conception

of history in L'Essai sur les meurs (1756) was far more grandiose

than in Le 8i®cle de Louis XIV, for he aimed to write the

history of human eivilization. H. Mason has judiciously
commented on the fine 1iterary qualities of 1'mssai, and he
rightly deems Voltaire's attempt to show "how a civilization can
become the o'bJoof of a study" to be praiseworthy.j But although
one can appreciate the real difficulties which confronted
Voltaire in this ambitious project and his remarkeble efforts

to surmount them, the fact remains that he was by his temperament
and by his background, i1l equipped to deal with distant epochs.
For he was not one to turn over monkish documents and he despised
the working habits and compilations of facts of scholars 1# his
day. He also lacked the required understanding and sympathy to
d0 justice to the achievements of the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance. Above all in L'Essai, his documentation is both
less impressive and less rigorous than when he dsals with more

recent history in Le Sidcle de Louis XIV, for as J.H. Brumfitt

has indioatod, he has a tendency to rely in his historios far more
on second-hand sources than on primary ones; "His reliance on-
second~hand sources, only partial in the Sivkcle, became almost
total in the Essai. He had no knowledge of the technical
diseiplines of the medieval historian, and was, moreover, exiled
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from the main sources of information. Again, he was not, as

in the case of the giv®ecle, undertaking a labour of love.“u

It will be seen below that despite his contempt for scholarly

methods, Voltaire's documentation for Le Sibele de Louis XIV won

the admiration of other famous practitioners of the trade, such
as Gibbon and_ﬁume,'that his passion for the work remained
unabated throughout hia>oaraer and that he made a genuine effort
to combine literary excellence with rigorous documentation.

The Histoire de 1l'mmpire de Russie sous pierre le Grand (1760~

1763) clearly benefited from the more serious and rigid approach
of the mature historian in Le 8ikecle, in terms of greater control
over the form, greater restraint and less indulgence in potins
and picturesque details for their own seke, as well as showing a
greater concern with social history, but it lacks the stylistic
qualities and narrative skill of charies'xxx and Le Siwcle.
Voltaire's other historical works never come near to matching

the excellence of his history of Louis XIV's reign, although

the précis du Sidele de Louis XV and the Histoire du parlement

de Paris indicate & similar preoccupation with social history.

It is therefore in Le Sidcle that Voltaire went a long
way towards developing history as a branch of science and of the
arts, for whilst giving the work as solid a foundation as one
would have wished, he remains a great populariser; he takes his
fask as an hi;torian far more seriously than in ghnrles XII
without foregoing any of the literary brilliance apparent in
his first historical work. More than in I,'®ssai, he successfully
fuses historical and aesthetic considerations, so much so that

history becomes in his hands, in Mason's words, "as much a
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literary art as it was a science."”? tn his introduction to

the Oeuvres Historiques, Rend Pomeau declares in this connexions

*yoltaire ne cessera jJamais de traiter 1'histoire en homme de
lettres. Il cherche la vgriti, comme Bé,ylo. Mais en outre
il se soucie de blaire."6 It is also fair to say that daapitg
its impressive range, and because of its nature and voltaire's
method, L'Essai is rightly deemed to be far more dated nowadays
than Le Sid®cle; Brailsford makes this very point, -

The Essay is incomparably the more original and powerful
book of the two, as it is also by far the longer. It
is franker and bolder, and contains much more of the
author's uncensored thinking on dangerous topics...
Unfortuna.’toly the science of history has advanced so
notably since it was written, that it is now a dated
document, valuable chiefly as a vehicle for voltaire's
reflections. [Louis XIV, on the other hand, is still an
indispensable source for the stud& of a great epoch,v and
it is also ;no of the recognized classics of French

literature.
Le Sibcle remains to this day eassential reading for historians of
Louis XIV and stt;donts of history, proof enough of its lasting
qualities as an historical document, whilst it will be demonstrated
below that as a compendium of yeoltaire's variox.xs modes of
presentation, it deserves the attention of students of Fpench
literature and admirers of Voltaire's style. Moreover, as
Raymond Nnvas“ has observed, Le Sidcle provideg a fascinating
insight into different facets of its author's personality:

Une telle présentation est admirablement claire et résume
presque tout Voltaire; 1'écrivain d'apparat et le
tragique, l'homme de salon ou de boudoir, le croyant qui
a fol dans la civilisation et le moderne qui aime les
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délices de son 'sidcle de fer', le polémiste enfin,
1'ennemi irréconciliable des dogmes et des enthousiasmes
fanatiques.8

Because of the vast number of topies which voltaire broaches in
1e Si®ecle, it is little wonder that the work has often been
looked upon .5 uvbnnk of material from which critics draw readily
when dealing with various aspects of voltaire's thought, whether
it be his politio¢1,9 feligioua,lo aeathetioll or economic views.lz
Le Sidcle emerges, accordingly, not Just as a unique historical
production, but also as an interesting iynthesis of yoltaire's
thought and style. |

Yet dospité those qualities which make I8 Sid®cle a historical
and literary mastcfpieoe, it has not been the subject of a detailed
stﬁdy up to now. It has, of course, figured prominently in
general works on Voltaire's literary career, where the historian

3

is discussed at éoma longth.1 The coﬁfent of Le sidcle and

Voltaire's thought and philosophy as expressed in this work, have
received a lot of‘attention, as we have stated above. The

historian's attitude to Louis XIV and to the seventeenth century
has recently beéh examined in detail by N.R. Johnson in Iouis XIV

and the age of the Enlightenment.lk And Le sihcle'has been

oomnent&d upon in a mumber of articles on voltaire's concept of
historiography and historical method which will be referred to
,b01°'-15 For all that, the work has been sadly neglected by
eritics and has not aroused the same interest as voltaire's other

masterpieces, such as the Lettres philosophiques, the gontes, or -

the Dictionnaire philosophique. It has been left to mmile

Bourgeois in his excellent introduction to study closely various
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aspects of givcle; its composition, its historical merits

and Voltaire's utilisation of smxrmm.:"6 Bourgeois's analysis
has been complemented by René pomeau's introduction to the

Oeuvres Historiques which contains a -umber of valid and

interesting remarks.u Above all, mention must be made of J.H.
Brumfitt's admirable section on Lo Sidocle and countless references

: 18
to the work in Voltaire Historian which has been a constant

source of inspiration to us in this study. gustave Lanson has
meticulously examined tl;o sources utilised by voltaire for the
19

last five chapters of Le Sid®cle,”” and has drawn some sound and
illuminating general conclusions on Voltaire's approach to the
problems of historical documentation. Purio piaz in voltaire

Storicozo

has done much to draw attention to the merits of the
historian and of Le Sib®cle in particular. Other articles and
publications concerned with the work will be quoted and mentioned
in the main body of this thesis. However, it is clear that
there is still ample room for a detailed appreciation of

Le 3idcle de Louis XIV, both as history and as a literary work,

and we have endeavoured to fill in this gap by focusing attention
on some aspascts of the work which have not previously been
analysed adequately. 1In view of the fact that yoltaire's ideas
and thought in Le Sidcle have been discussed by a number of
eminent scholars in their general works, we have thought it best
 to Pay less attention to this aspect of the work and be content
to recall voltaire's polemical and philosophical views in Le
Sidele only when necessary. Instead, vVoltaire's historical
method and oonoéption of history in Le Sid®ele will be our prime
object in this study.
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with the help of the gorrespondence, the Notebooks, the
text itself and other documents, it has been possible to trace
the composition and development of Le 3idele over the twenty
years or so which led to its publication in 1751. (Conceived
during voltaire's stay in ®ngland in the twenties, Le Sidcle did
not occupy its éuthor exclusively during this period, and it is
important to note the reasons for these interruptions. gpecial
consideration will be given to the ways in which voltaire made
effective use of a network of correspondents and friends to
gather information, to his endless search for relevant material
through personal investigations and private interviews with
eyewitnesses and Louis XIV's contemporaries, and to his borrowings
from private and public libraries. AllAnlong, the emphagis will
be on Voltaire's historical method and his positive approaoh to
the problems of historical documentation. Qur discussion of
the composition of Le Sibdecle amplifies, to a certain degree,
Pourgeois's survey, for it will be far more detailed,and in
some important respects, our findings differ from his and tgone
of other critiecs, such as Wads.21

The impact of the first edition of Le Sideole in its day
will be studied hsxt, and the reactions of voléaira's contemporaries
and of A wide range of Jjournals and periodicals ascertained.
Theso have no£ as yet been examined in any detail, to our know-
ledge; not oq;y will this enable us to measure the interest
aroused by what was, in effect, a oontr&voruial work when it
first appeared, but it is hoped that yoltaire's method of work
will become clearer. For the historian looked upon Le Sidele as
a life-long task, and had already decided, long before the first
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edition was published, to set about gathering new information
through correspondents and acquaintances. He proceeded to
exploit new evidence that came to light by incorporating it into
his existing draft, and he did not shun positive criticisams,

amending and improving his text in the light of contemporaries’

comments. For the most part, we have confinsd ourselves to
immediate responses to the aarly editions of Le Sikcle, although
reference will be made to later eighteenth century views on the
work. lMore up to date judgements on voltaire's history, which
in many respects differed from the responses of the eighteenth
century reading publie, will be quoted in the later chapters.

The quarrel with La Reaumelle will be dealt with at length in an
appendix to chapter II, for not only was the author of Mes Pensées
Voltaire's most virulent and outspoken oritic, but he published a
controversial edition of Le Sivele in 1753, containing critical

remarks which led to the publication of the Supplément au sidele

de Louis {IVe In spite of voltaire's Justified indignation, it

will be seen that many of La Beaumelle's fair criticisms forced
the author of e Sidcle to review his position on points of detail
and to take the necessary steps to modify his text accordingly.

In order to understand fully voltaire's historical method
An e Sivcle, the role of oral documentation and a relatively large
sample of written sources employed by the historian, will be
analysed in chapter III. It soon became clear to us that to try
and establish an exhaustive list of all the sources utilised by
Voltaire would be a herculean task, and that a close study of a
selection of ‘souroos in various categories, such as general

histories, biographies of generals, plenipotentiaries' writings,
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memoirs of courtiers, would yield much the same results. Most
of Voltaire's principal sources for Le Si®cle are fairly well-
known, and a number have been identified by Bourgooiazz who deals
particularly well with oral documentation, by Rendé Pomeau in

L and by J.H. Brumfitt,Zh but apart from

his introduction,
Gustave Tanson who restricted himself to the last five chapters

of Le si‘bole,25 scholars hav§ not attempted to examine systema~-
tically the ways in which Voltaire adapts, transforms and modifies
the material which he extracts from his sources, to suit his
specific pﬁrpoaes. whether historical, polemical, philosophical
or literary. By putting the original passages alongside
Voltaire's final text, by taking into account his entries in the
Notebooks, and by comparing his notes bofh to the original and

to the final version, it becomes possible to observe the trans-
formations which the material has undergons, and to determine
Voltaire's claims to originality. Moreover, we shall also
measure his practice against his theoretical pronouncements on
the utilisation of sources and assess the degree of correlation
that exists between the two. voltaire's principles on the use

of sources will also be compared to those of other eighteenth
century theoreticians in order to ascertain the extent to which
his theor;es concurred with or diverged from the general consensus.
It is also evident that what yvoltaire consciously leaves out is
Just as vital.to an understanding of his method of work as an
historian, as what he borrows. This study will also

shed some light on the more practical aspects of the historian's
day to day meéhod of’ worf, on Voltaire's positive and systematic

use of notes, both with regard to summaries in his Notebooks or
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on loose sheets, and to his reliance on notes muettes in his own

copies of sources,and marginalia. The degree to which Voltaire's
parti-gris and predetermined objectives qictsta the choice and
manipulation of the material, his generally earnest wish to
arrive at a reliable and accurate account of events, his highly
individualistic selection and interpretation of the information
borrowed will also be considered in detail in chapter IIT.

If this rigid documentation points to an effort to make
history more scientific, the end product in Le Sid%cle bears the
mark of the literary artist as much as that of the historian
striving after the truth. This will form the basis of chapter IV,
where Lo Sibkcle will be assessed as a work of art, with its
emphasis on thrilling narrative, literary excellence, on form and
oxpression, although its weaknesses will not be passed over in
silence. When looking at Voltaire's presentation of the material
sifted from sources, it is important to ask to what extent his
mode of expression sets Le Sidcle apart from and above the works
of his predecessors. That there are more than one 'manners' or
'styles! in the work will become apparent; the ‘manner' of the
chronicler of events, of the journalist, the dramaturge, the

bel esprit and raconteur, the conteur and.t&eprbpagandist will be

discussed. Yet all these various 'manners' reflect the unique
personality of the author. In the end, it is fair to ask what
constitutes the fundamental historical 'mammer' which belongs
exclusively t; Voltaire's histories and to Le Sikcle in particular.
We shall endeavour to answer this question, whilst giving due
importance to.the great diversity of style which makes Le Siwcle
perhaps unique amongst Volteire's works. It is true to say
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that voltaire's style in general and in specific works, has been
the subject of lengthy discussions by oritics, as will be

indicated in the état présent at the beginning of chapter IV.

But Voltaire's style in Le Sidcle has inexplicably been ignored
by scholars. - By examining closely the various 'manners!’
through a selection of passages and tableaux, one can appreciate
fully the degree of conformity between the form and the content
at given points and measure Voltaire's achievements according to
his aims in different sections of the work. 1In brief, we shall
see Voltaire's oreative mind at work, as he seeks to stamp his
mark on the information bo&ond and successfully combines
aesthetic qualities with historical data.

Finally, this study will open out on a consideration of
Voltaire's goals in Le gikecle, for these dictate the selection,
manipulation, adaptation and presentation of the material.
Throughout this thesis, it will be repeatedly observed that yoltaire
never loses a:l.gh’c of his objectives, that his method of gathering
information, his use of oral, manusoript and printed sources, his
manner of writing history are all geared to achieving fixed and
predetermined aims. (onsequently, an analysis of the author's
intentions in Le Si®cle will enable us to sum ﬁp our findings.
This aspect of Le Sidcle has been fully debated by oritics whose
views wili be recalled in chapter v and quoted alongside our own
conclusions. _ Voltaire's conception of history as a science, an
art and a philosophy will be summarised, after having been fully
illustrated in chapters III and IV.

The historian wh_d sought to give a sound factual basis to
history and viewed his task with a high degree of seriousness was
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not yet fully in evidence in Charles XII. By the time he came

to publish L'Essai sur les meurs in 1756, voltaire was already a

mature historian conscious of his responsibilitias as a chronicler
of events, as a social historian and as a committed philosopher
intent on writing history with an ideelogical purpose, desirous
of giving a reliasble, yet accessible and aesthetically satis-
fying account of events aimsd at a non-specialist audience and
likely to further the cause of the ¥nlightenment. Between the
two works stends e Bi®cle, a vital link in the transition from
humani st history in which Gharles XII remains firmly entrenched,
to a more developed conception of soecial, philosophic and modern
scientific history.  As such, Le Sidcle fully deserves to come
under close scrutiny, and it is hoped that this study will go
some way towards promoting a better understanding of its historical
merits and its fine literary qualities.

It is not our purpose in this thesis to examine or quote
all the variants in the numerous editions which occupied Voltaire
from 1751 until the end of his literary career. These have been
on the whole carefully noted by René Pomeau in hin'edition,26
and painstakingly recorded and commented upon by Jacques Quignard

in his article; *'Un établissement de texte: Le givele de rouis
27

XIV de voltaire'. They will be considered and quoted where
the need ;risoa, for instance in our discussion of voltaire's
additions to, and excisions from the early oditions as a result
of contemporary reactions, or in connexion with his utilisation
of new sources published after the first and second editions of
Le 8i®cle. It is wortﬁ pointing out that a new oritical edition

of Le Sidcle, soon to be published in the framework of yoltaire's
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cemplete Works, is being prepared by Professor S.S.B. Taylor of

8t. Andrews University and a team of which I am a member, and will
contain an exhaustive list of all the variants. Nor is it my
intention to enumerate all the editions of Le Si®cle which have
been carefully and meticulously established by G. Bengcaoo,za

29 30
Th. Besterman, and H.B. Evans. The various editions will be
alluded to wherever necessary. All the r?ferences to Le Si®cle

de Touls XIV in this study will be to Pomeau's edition of

Voltaire's Oeuvres Historiques (Bibliothbque de la Pléim,

Gallimard, 1957), except where otherwise stated. The same

edition will be used for the Histoire de charles XII, the Histoire

de 1'Empire de Russie sous Pierre le grand, the Précis du sibocle

de Touis XV, and other miscellanesous writings on Le Sidcle de
Louis XIV, as well as for Voltaire's prefaces to his historical
works and some of his theoretical writings on history, etc.
Whenever a reference to Pomeau's edition is given, the page
number will be preceded by (P); e.g. (P 657). ®Except where
otherwise stated, references to other works of voltaire are to the
edition by L. Moland (Paris, Garnier, 1877~1885, 52 vols.).
References to Voltaire's gorrespondence are to the edition by rTh.

Besterman (Geneva, 1968~ ), and will be given thus; e.g. D 875.

In this study, Le Sidole de Louis XIV will frequently be referred

to in ité shortened form as Le Sikcle; the Histoire de gcharlu

XII as Charles XII; L'Essal sur les mpurs as L'Essai; the Histoire

de 1'Pmpire de Russie sous Pierre le Grand as Pierre le grand.
Vhen quoting from Voltaire's correspondence, from sources, early -

editions of Ye Sidecle or the Notebooks, I have adhered striotly

to the original form, as regards the spelling, syntax, punctuation,
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and other things. Vhen works are referred to in the notes by

their short titles, fuller information will be found in the

bibliography.
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chagtor I

Composition

Yhen Voltaire started work on Le 3ibele in the 1730's,
he already enjoyed a certain reputation as a historian.
ILa Henriade, initially published as La Ligue, might have more in
common with postry than history, but it introduced the future
historian to the problems of doocumentation. In 1727, while

in "ngland, Voltaire published the Essay upon the civil vars of

Prance, a short work which combines anecdotes and historical
faots and might have paved the way for his tableau of the Fronde
in chapters IV and V of Le Sikcle. Voltaire's stay in kngland,
however, was to have a much more decisive effect on the career
of the historian, for it was as a result of a meeting with Baron
Fabrice, the former Holstein envoy to Charles XII, that voltaire
undertook to write the Histoire de charles XII, for which he

relied mostly on the reports of such eyewitnesses as Fabrice and
Sohulembours. Charles XIT was first published in 1731, bearing
the false indications 'Christophe Revis, Ballo.f’"l Its popularity,
no doubt, encouraged Voltaire to have high hopes as a historian
but he hed also learnt a great deal from composing this work and
from mtan history in a lively and entertaining manner. That
his historical method and manner were to show far ‘mater maturity
in Le 8idcle, will be shown in chapters III and IV. pealing as
he does with the o,duntuu's an'd exploits of one hero in charles
XII, or possibly two if one includes Peter the Great, yaltaive
does not feel the need to display the same rigid control and self-
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imposed discipline as in Le Sidcle. He gives free rein to his
imagination and includes a mass of anecdotal and picturesque
details, whilst he opts for a looser and more diffuse structure

than he was to do in Le Sidcle. As J«H. Brumfitt declares in

Voltaire Hiatoriangz “In essence it belongs to the humanist

tradition. Voltaire has not yet come to reject this tradition

and to elaborate a new view of his own." (Charles XII comes into
the category of an 'Histoire particulid®re', constructed around
the rise and fall of the protagdnist and has many affinities
with the novel of ;dventure- As such it differs from Le gidele,
but it points the way to the same reliance on oral testimonies,
to the attoﬁpts to fuse aesthetic and historical considerations
as well as to the racy, dramatic and lively mode of presentation
which will be in evidence in Voltaire's second major historical
work.3 Yet if the notion of philosophic history had already
been partly evolved in Charles XII, that of social histoﬁy was
still in itg infancy, and i. was left to Le Sik®ecle to become the
najor landmark in the development of the social historiah.

Right from the start, when he first conceived of writing a
history of Louis XIV's reign, vVoltaire was aware that such a work
would require an immense documentation and a long period of
gestation. As early ;s 1733, he predicted that a tableau of
'le sidele le plus éclairé qui fut jamais' (P 616), would not be
completed through less than ten years of hard wofk. To the
ﬁn;quia de 0u;mont, he confessed on October 25, 1733 "Pour oetti
'Histoire du Sidele de Louis XIV', c'est une entreprise qui Séra
1l'occupation et la consolation de ma vieillesse; il faudra peut-8tre
dix ans pour la faire. Heureux qui peut se faire un plan

d'ocoupation pour dix anndest* At the very outset, the
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historian was conscious of the need for patient research, the
purist of the necessity to polish his style in a work which was
to be a monument to the age of classicism and to a glorious era.
The composition of Le Sibecle, as we shall see, was, in fact, to
be spread over some twenty years, ten more than was forecast by
its author, although it did not oecupy him solely during that
period. In this chapter, w§ shall attempt to trace the develop-
ment of the work from its conception to its publication in 1751,
noting the interruptions and seeking their causes. The
corrosponAonoe is vital to this end and sheds considerable light
on Voltaire's passion for Le Sikcle between 1732 and 1737, his
subsequent indifference following the suppression of the Recueil

de pideces fugitives in 1739, and Voltaire's renewed enthusiasm

for his 'sultane favorite' at the court of Frederick II in
Prussia in 1750, when he put the finishing touches to the work.
In eddition to the Correspondence, the Notebooks point to
Voltaire's main periods of activity duving which he collected
information relating to certain sections of the work. The text
itself, finally, provides additional evidence as to when certain
chapters were written. _

It was on May 13, 1732, that voltaire first mentioned a
histury of Louis XIV in a letter to his friend Thi;riot: "I have
nothing a£ heart but the pleasure of study, and the desire of yr
return. I never go out of doors, I see no body but at home. I
hope to employ such studious leisure with priphile, the english
Tatiera 2ua thaare or Taxis Cha FhaM GBI aE e the
first clear reference to Le 3idcle in the Correspondence, it is

more than likely that Voltaire had started collecting material for
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the work long before that date, most probably during his stay in
¥ngland and perhaps even before. The author of the commentaire
Historique, probably volteire himself according to Beuchot in his
avertiaaamant,‘ claims that Voltaire had gathered information
both for La Henriade and Le Sikele during his stay at the home

of Louis Frangois Lefbvre de Caumartin, a friend and client of
the author's father '

M. de Voltaire recueillit dbs lors une partie des matériaux
qu'il a employés depuis dans 1l'histoire du 'Sidecle de
Louis XIV'. L'évéque de Blois, Caumartin, avait passé
une grande partie de sa vie h s'amuser de ces petites
intrisues qui sont pour le commun des courtisans une

e gcoupation si grave et si tristesr Il en connaissait les
plus petits détails, et les racontait avec beaucoup de
gaiéf6.7

Another Caumartin, Louis Urbain Lefdvre de Caumartin, who held
high office under Louis XIV as 'conseiller a'état' and whose
memoirs constituted an important source for La Henriade,
provided a number of anecdc’es. Voltaire wrote to d'Argental
in 1751: "M. de Caumartin, j'entends, le vieux conseiller a'dtat,
m'assura que le roy avait assisté deux fois au conseil des parties.
C'est une aneodote qu'il faudrait aprofondir et dont vous 8tes
portée de vous 1hntruiro'"8 It was at his residence that the
first draf't of La Henriade got under way. As early as 174,
Voltaire had been a loyal member of the Caumartin circle, and his
presence at the 'Société du Temple' also allowed him to become
acquainted with a number pf Louis XIV's contemporaries who may
hnvn passed on to him gnnodotos concerning the great king.

During ﬁis stay in England, voltaire continued to collect
information pertaining to the age of Louis XIV and the history of
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England in the 17th century. The Small Leningrad Notebooks

which date from 1726, according to Besterman, and which are

described by Fernand Caussy as "un cahier de notes rédigées en

I show

anglais datant du séjour de Voltaire b Londres en 1726,"
a marked interest in the great figures of the period of the sSun
King, such as Marlborough and Cromwell. Of the former,
Voltaire writes: "Marlbourg despised Fprench because he had
conquerd em.  Law dispisd em also because he had cheated thon."lo
We know that during his stay voltaire had a profitable interview
with the Duchess about the military career of her husband, and it
is fair to assume that he did so in the first place to clarify
certain points relating to Charles XI1, in which the ®nglish
general plays an important role.n However, Le Sibcle was also
to benefit from this meeting with the Duchess, for voltaire hunt
of the quarrel with Milady Masham and Queen Anne, to which he
wrongly ascribes the Marlboroughs' downfall (P 871).  In the
Suggl&nent, in answer to La Beaumelle's accusation that the anec=
dote was untrue, Voltaire reiterates the authenticity of the
facts and declares: "Ce conte est une vérité reconmue de toute
1'Angleterre, que Madame la duchesse de Marlborough avoua elle-méme
plusieurs fois b M. de Voltaire et qu'elle a confirmée depuis
dans ses néuoires 2

Besides entries perteining to ®nglish generals and politicians,
the Small Leningrad Notebooks contain anecdotes which are more
directly relova;xt to Le Sibcle; one finds here an mcdoto
recounted in English on the Huguenots' claims that they would
resuscitate the dead in England: "One of the french prophets

having boasted thet at any appointed Day, he would raise a dead
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body from his grave, the government sent guards to the place
apointed, to keep of the rabble, and to keep all things in quiet
that the play could be acted without diatur‘banco."l3 The
anecdote was to be recalled and used later in chapter XXXVI of
Le Sidcle (P 1063).

The Cambridge Notebooks, written over a period of several

years from 1726 or 1727, seem to confirm Voltaire's preoccupation
with Louis XIV during and just af'ter his sojourn in ®England.
While it is difficult to date the individual entries with any
degree of accuracy, it seems logical to assume that the notes
written in English go back to the author's trip to mngland.
Amongst these are to be found a number of refqrencos to Louis
XIV; an anecdote, for instance, recounting Louis's present to
Viviani: "Viviani bred to the study of mathematics by the great
Galileo, rewarded by Lewis the 14 or rather iy the mr golbert,
built a house at Florence, and inseribed over the door, this
motto 'Aedes a deo datae'“lb which was integrated into Le Sidcle
(P 911). sSimilarly, the comments of ®no, the venetian
ambassador, on Louis's generosity: "“Lewis the fourteenth by his
politeness, inslaves us, but his ministers restore us to our
1iberty“15 are quoted,in a slightly altered veréion, in the text
of Le Sidele (P 756)-1'6 1f for the most part, the Cambridge
Notebooks conbain materisl uded for the Lettres philosophiques,

such as axtraq?s of ®nglish masterpieces in translation and
references to Bnglish Literature, there are indications that the
age of Louis XIV was never far from Voltaire's mind during his
stay in England and that he had hit quite firmly on the notion of

composing a history of the reign.
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Moreover, Fernand Caussy is right to argue that the Lettres

Philosophiques, with its main theme of relativism, must have

suggested to Voltaire a similar parallel between the golden age

of Louis XIV and the France of his own day:

En face de cette France rétrograde et diminuée, voltaire
allait montrer la puissance donnée par le commerce . un
pays voisin, les faveurs dont y jouissaient les savants

et les philosophes, et aussi 1'8clat dont il rayommait par
eux dans le monde. F¥n méme temps, il voulait faire voir
que pareille richesse, et une gloire plus grande, la
France les avait dues, cinguante ans auparavant, moins au
sucods des hommes de guerre, qu'l la protection accordde

17

par son roi aux grands hommes dans tous les genres.
Accordingly, whilst in %¥ngland, Voltaire questioned important
statesmen of the great age, Bolingbroke, Methuen, Peterborough,
with a view to collecting useful information and anecdotes.
His research towards Charles XII also helped to strengthen the
idea of a history of Louis XIV's age, and the work itself provides
evidence of this growing interest; e.g. we find on P 241 a first
draf't of' the survey of Rurope in 1709 which was to find a place
in chapter {XIV of Le Sidcle. By the time Voltaire left gngland,
the notion of a history of Louis XIV was firmly entrenched in his

mind, as the Discours sur Charles XII, published in 1731,

testifies; Louis YIV is mentioned twioo,lB as are the Mémoires of

de Retz, an important source for chapters IV and V of Le s.i.bcslo.]'9

The other 6ontompornry woi'k, Les Lettres philosophiques,

provides evidence that by 1733, voltaire had begun to think
seriously about his second historical work, for there are references
to Iouis XIV in letter 8 on thi English parliuaut,zo and to the

civil wars in ?ranoo, in particular to the Fronde in a passage
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which betrays the same sarcasm as in chaplers IV and V:

Pour la dernidre guerre de Paris, elle ne mérite que des
gifflets; il me semble que je vois des écoliers qui se
mutinent contre le préfet d'un colldge, et qui finissent
par 8tre fouettés. Le cardinal de Retz, avec beaucoup
d'esprit et de courage mal employés, rebelle sans aucun
sujet, factieux sans dessein, chef de parti sans arande,
cabalait pour cabaler, et semblait faire la guerre civile pour
son plaisir. Le Parlement ne savait ce qu'il voulait,
ni ce qu'il ne voulait pas; il levait des troupes par
arrét, il les cassait; il menagait, il demandait pardon,
il mettait % prix la t8te du cardinal Mazarin, et ensuite

venait le complimenter en oéréaonie. 2>

We have here in essence the gist of the chapters on the Fronde in
Le 8idcle. Letter 10 on commerce includes an anecdote of the

English merchants coming to the rescue of Prince Eughns,zz which

vas to find its way into chapter XX of Le Sidele (P 843). At
the beginning of letter 12, Voltaire explains his theory of the
great man and gives precederce to scientists like'Newton over
generals, and declares: "Puis donc que vous exiges que je vous
parle des hommes oélbﬁres quta poftéa 1'Angleterre, Jje commencerai
par les Bacons, lesv i.ockes, les Newtons, etc. Les généraux et

n23

les ministres viendront % leur tour. In his recent article,

'Les Lettres Philbsophiquas: Le projet de Voltairo',zn René

Pomeau argues that it was as a result of gharles XII that the new
philosophy of history was born and he concludes: "“Les Lettres
Philosophiques affirment la pfimauté doa‘valeurs intellectuelles:
une telle philoaophie se fortifie éhé: Voltaire dans l'intervalio
de 1729-31," as a result of chafles XII. Rather than see »
Voltaire's intention as beingﬂto write other lettres, would it

not be poaiibie to see in this statement a reference to a survey
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of generals' and politicians' achievements in a work which

Voltaire had already resolved to write in 1731? Perhaps he saw
the Lettres in the context of the new project. Tor by 1732,
the idea of Voltaire's major attempt to write social history
had clearly taken shape in the author's mind and some of the
foundations, in terms of gathering material, had already been
laid. It remained for Voltaire to declare openly his intention
to write such a work.

This he was to do for the first time in 1732, For this
year marked undoubtedly the real launching of the project which
was to come to fruition in 1751 with the publication of the first

el isonal- 1o Bhkelaits

In September Voltaire reiterated his
intention to write a history of the reign of Louis XIV; to Formont,
he declared: "Quand je me serai dép8tré. de ce travail ingrat
(i.e. his refutation of La Mottraye's criticisms), J'ach¥®verai

ces lettres anglaises que vous connaissez; ce sera tout au plus

le travail d'un mois, apr¥s quoi, il faudra bien revenir au
thédtre, et finir enfin par 1'histoire du sidole de Louis XIV.
Voild, mon cher Formont, tout le plan de ma via."26 Meanwhile,

he revised Briphyle and La Mort de César; he published his

Remarques historiques et critiques sur 1l'histoire de charles XII,

while in August 1732, in the preface to Zalre, he lavished praise
on Louis X1V as the patron of the arts. =mile Bourgeois sees
this comparison of Voltaire's own age and that of Louis XIV as the
main polonioa.lm intention of the author: "Il a formé dens l'exil
le projet de critiquer ceux qui 1'y ont envoyé: la critique sera
habilement déguisde dans un éloge de la libre Angleterre et de

ses philcsophes, du gouvernement de Louis XIV, si absolu et si
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propice pourtant % la littérature.t2/ It is true that the

two works, the Lettres Philosophiques and Le 3idc¢le, are similar
in many respects, but one should not jump to the conclusion that
Voltaire's only aim was to criticise his own age and Louis XV's
administration. Because of his own teste and background,
Voltaire belonged to the classical school; his zoal was, above
all, to pay homage to the golden era of literature and the arts,

as he had done in Le Temple du Golit (1733). He did, however,

try to find solace for the literary sterility of his own age in
the preceding one; to glorify the monarch who had made it all
posbible superseded, it wouid seem, initially any other con-
sideration. The polemical undertones are, in effect, present,
but remain secondary to this primary objective.

Ir 1732, despite his good intentions, voltaire did not have
the leisure to work on the project. He was actively engaged in

preparing a French edition of the Lettres Philosophiques and there

are no indications that he “-.4 begun work on Le Sidecle, contrary
to what René Pomeau asserts.zs At this stage, only the intention

of doing so had been vaguely formulated. Le Temple du gofit was

published in 1733 and contemporary reaction was hardly i‘t:.v‘cmzh

able. On January 20, 177 copies of the Epitrd dédicatoire of

Zalre vere seized, because Louis XV was outraged by the praise
Tavishod on his predacesser.22 yeltaire 1ef¢ for Saint gerveis
in May to escape any backlash, but returned to Paris in the same
month. For the moment, his plans for Le si'bél’e were temporarily

shelved. In addition to writing the Remarques sur Pasecal which

bring the Lettres Philosophiques to a close, Voltaire assiduously

set about collecting material for the coming history of Louis
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XIV throughout the rest of 1733. 1In March, he sought infore
mation from Jean Jacques Dortous de Mairan concerning the
drawings for Le Louvre: "Je suis assez embarrassé entre Perraut
et Le Vau. J'ay consulté Mariette qui est aussi indécis que
moy malgré 1'inscription de son estampe. Je prendray le party
de ne point décider.”jo In chapter XXIX of Le Sidcle, he wrote
subsequently: "Claude Perrault avait donné ce dessin,exdcuté

par Louis Levau et Dorbay" (P 970). Between September 1732 and
March 1733, Voltaire wa# thus doing the necessary research
pertaining to Louis XIV; the importance of the arts was uppermost
in his mind from the outset. On April 1lst, he wrote to Thidriot:
"J'ay donc achevé Adélalde; Jje refais Zriphile et j'assemble des

31 gut although

matériaux pour ma grande histoire de Louis 14."
he continued to document himself fully and in a systematic manner,
he had not yet outlined a plan of the work. He devoted most of

his energies to the Lettres Philosophiques, to such operatic

works as Tanis et %8lide and Samson, while revising pdélalde

and Eriphyle. Already his method is becoming clear; the need
for patient research, both by consulting as many written sources
as possible and by establishing a network of correspondents to
do the ferreting for him. The preparatory stage lasted until
1735, when Voltaire felt confident enough to start writing in
earnests 1.0, Wade is, therefore, right to assert in this
connexion; "It ig thus evident that, although voltaire persisted
in'lookigg foriﬁrd to a time when he would undertake a history of
Louis's reign, he wag rather inactive throughout the whole of
173&-”32

For a letter to the Marquis de Caumont of April 2, 173,
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confirms this faet; "Je suis toujours dans la rdsolution de faire
quelque chose sur ce beau sidele de Louis XIV; mais j'ai bien peur
de n'en avoir ni le loisir, ni la santé, ni le talent. J'assemble
toujours quelques matériaux en attendant que je puisse commencer

cet ouvrage, qui me paraft également long et dangereux 2 aohever.n} 3

1734 proved to be a hectic year in voltairets life, and conse-
quently, he did not have the péaoe of mind to begin composing

le Sidele; in January, Adélalde was first performed; the wedding
of the Duc de Richelieu and Mlle de guise, which yoltaire had
arranged, tbok place in April and required Voltaire's presence.

On April 24th, he learnt that the Lettres Philosophiques were on

sale in Paris, and anxious to avoid any possible persecutions,

he left for Lorraine on May 6th; rightly so, for the work was
condemned on June 1l0th. Following the duel of the puc de
Richelieu, Voltaire went to the camp at Philipsbourg on July lst,
and on his return to Cirey, he spent the rest of the year
renovating the nansion.ﬂ" suring this period of relative peace,
according to Wudo,ﬁ Voltaire augmented his knowledge of science,
philosophy and history. 1t would seem, therefore, that voltaire
did much reading which was to prove invaluable when he applied
himself wholeheartedly to the composition of lLe .Si'eole in the
foilowing year, but he did so in a rather haphazard mammer.
leanwhilo,.tomda the end of 1734, he composed eight chants of
La Pucelle and Alzire. Thus during 1734, he pushed his research
further, but neither had the time nor the required tranquillity,
nor by his very high standards; enough material with which to begin
the history of Louis m. Bourgeois concludes that the

condemnation of the Lettres Philosophiques, far from discouraging
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Voltaire, in fact egged him on to proceed with Le sf.:L‘bcle.b6

This is very likely, but thers is no evidence that in this
turbulent year Voltaire set pen to paper. Ostensibly, 1734 was
a somewhat unproductive year as far as Le 8idcle is concerned.
The following year, on the other hand, proved to be decisive
for the composition of the work through a burst of literary
activity. It is indeed in tﬁat year that Le Sidcle began to see
the light of day in manuseript form.  During the first few
months, valtaire persisted with his research; on Jamuary 26th,
he iuformed.Formont that the process of composition was about to
start, provided the necessary material came his way: "Si jamais
Je suis assez heureux pour avoir sous ma main les secours
nécessaires, je ne mourrai pas avant qﬁe Je n'aie nis fin.h cette

w7 Wade's findings about voltaire's borrowings from

entreprise.
the Biﬁliothbquo-du R0138 point conclusive1y>to a growing
preoccupation with tha age éf Louis XIV, not just with the military
history, but also with aspects relating to the chapters on Louis's
private life and even the religious disputes around Quiétiam and
Jansenism. ﬁe is able to conclude forcefully: "It ignevident

that Voltaire was utilizing his privilege at the Bibliothdque du
Roi during the year 1735 to document himpqlf upon the gidcle de
Lqpia XIV,+« One is impressed by the fact th;t all these items

were borrowed during the course of one month in 1735 (May).
Voltaire was in the full flush of his historicql entorpriaevin
1735, and with oharagtpristio vigor was tapping every conceivable
source for matorial "39 Indeed, the Correspondence bears

nitnass to this period of intense activity; in addition to

consulting written primary and secondary sources, Voltaire was all
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the keener to use his correspondents for relevant anecdotes which
might shed light on the spirit of the age; to Thidriot, he

expressed the need to obtain any petits faits with important

repercussions: "Je pourrai vous demander de temps en temps des
anecdotes concernant le sibcle de Louis XIV. comptez qu'un
Jour cela peut vous 8tre utile, et que cet ouvrage vous vaudrait
vingt volumes de Lettres philo.sophiquu.""o Similarly, he
entreated his friend d'0livet to make a few enquiries on his
behalf and to pass on to him whatever might be characteristic
of the ago:.

Si vous déterriez jamais dans votre chemin quelque chose
qui plit servir B faire comnnaftre le progrds des arts dans
le sidcle de Louls 14, vous me feries la plus grande
faveur du monde de m'en faire part. Tout me sera bon,
anecdotes sur la littérature, sur la philosophie, histoire
de 1'esprit humain, c'est h dire de la sottise humaine,
poésie, peinture, musique. Je feray comme La Fldche qui
faisoit son profit de tout. Je sgal que vous &tes harum
nugarum exquisitissimus detector. Je vous demande gréce
de me faire part de ce que vous pouriez déterrer de
singulier sur ces matidres ou du moins de m'indiquer les
sources un peu djtourniu.u

One cannot help feeling that at this stage, Voltaire was well
satisfied with the documentation he possessed on general history
and that he was looking forward to a time when he would compose
the second and, in his view, the most important part of the
history - the tableau des mmurs. He seemed also aware that the
anecdotal details would add spice to the history, and of the
importance of finding new and original material. The new concept
of social histox;y, relatively absent from Charles XII, was

beginning to emerge, as from the start, voltaire was conscious of
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la bétise humaine, a notion which would assume greater impor-

tance in I,'Essai sur les mours (1756). This concept, moreover,

is already visible in the early Notebooks, where voltaire jots

down contradictions in human behaviour and absurd examples of

man's folly and cruelty to his fellowa.l’z

Up to June 1735, Voltaire carried out the preliminary work
and was patiently engaged in B self-imposed fact-finding mission.
A letter to cideville of June 26, 1735, indicates that at last
the writing had begun: "Mon principal employ % présent est ce
si'bcio de Louis 14, dont je vous ay parld il y a quelques anndes:
c'est 1%, la sultane favorite, les autres études sont des
passades.  J'ay apporté avec moy baucoup ( sic) de matériaux et
j'ay aéjn commencé 1'édifice, mais il ne sera pas achevé de

3 The passades
in question are La Pucelle, "la métaphysique, un peu de géométrie

longtemps. C'est 1l'ouvrage de toutte ma vie."

.et de physique." From then on, Voltaire's passion for Le
m was unbridled and he launched himself into the project
with all the fervour that he was capable of. On August 3rd,
he was in a position to impart to Cideville that "le siv®cle de
‘Louis 14 est entamd", and that he did not know "comment nommer
cet ouvrage. Ce n'est point un tableau des guerres, c'est la

s From the very beginning,

peinture d'un sidecle admirable."
Voltaire viewed the work as going beyond pure chronological
history; it was to be a social document and he planned to pass
quickly over the chapters on Louis's campaigns before focusing
attention on the more rewarding and philosophically more

stimulating chapters on 1l'esprit humain, the second section of
: 45

the work. He worked daily on Le 8ibcle during that period,
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and in his letters to his correspondents, he never failed to
requisition more anecdotes and information. Once absorbed in
this enterprise, very little else mattered that year and
Voltaire worked with vigour and enthusiasm. PFar from being
painful, this initial period of oonpositi;n appears to have
given him considerable satisfaction. six’\ch are the implications
of his letter to d'0livet on August 24th;

Si donc mon cher abbé, vous savez quelque source ou je
doive puiser, quelques anecdotes, touchant h nos arts et

nos artistes, de quelque genre que ce puisse étre,
1ndi§us: le moy. Tout peut trouver sa place. J'ay
déj% des matériaux pour ce grand édifice. Les
mémoires du pb®re Niceron, et du pbre pesmolets sont mes
moindres recueils. J'ay le plaisir méme % préparer les

instruments dont je dois me servir. La manidbre dozt Je
L

recueille mes matériaux est un amusement agréable.
The continuing research for the chapters on the arts -« Niceron
and Desmolets were to be useful for these chapters - was pursued,
seemingly, alongside the day-to-~day business of writing the
section devoted to the survey of Louis's campaigns. (onse-
quently, when Voltaire went back to Le Sibele in Prussia, after
a break of twelve years, he had at his disposal a considerable
amount of material. His numerous references to the difice are
not without significance; in a sense, Voltaire sees his work as
being to erect a monument to the glory of Louis XIV at this stage,
hence the generally eulogistic tone of Le §idcle, with the
possible oxcop;ion of the last five chapters. His statements
also shed light on his utilisation of sources, for he sees these
as the bricks and mortar, the raw materials with which to build

the édifice. The historian thereafter orchestrates the material
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into a creation of his own through the imaginative process at
work, as we shall see in chapter IV. But the solidity implied
in the metaphor is no less dear to Voltaire's heart, hence the
importance he attributes to documentation. Just as he
renovated Cirey, Voltaire, the master-builder, set about this
task with equal energy and zest.

On September 11, 1735, Voltaire gleefully and proudly
declared to Thiériot that he had already covered some thirty
years of military history, i.e. the first ten chaptars of the
1751 edition or the first eleven of the final one: "J'attends
cette cargaison sans impatience entre Emilie, et le sidcle de

b1 And whilst he was

Louis 14 dont j'ay fait trente amées.®
drafting these chapters, Voltaire was still busy collecting
further information for the later chapters; to this end he
requested a book on commerce from Thiériot and added; "Faites moy
connaitre aussi tous les livres ou l'on psut trouver quelques
instructions touchant 1'histoire du dernier sid®ele, et le progres
des baux:(aie) arts.®*> . 1n Novesber, diring Algarotti's visit
to Cirey, Voltaire took great pride in reading aloud to him a
chapter of Le 3ikcle, and by December, he had worked so assiduously
that he had reached the battle of Hcmlun;oclt.l"9 Accordingly, for
sevenmonths, between June and December 1735, voltaire had given
his undividsd attention to Le 8ibele, and by the end of the year,
he had composed eighteen chapters of the 1751 editiom, i.e.
eighteen of the twenty-three chapters which he planned to devote
to the chronological history of the campaigns of Louis XIV. His
staying power'is all the more adlirnblo}: that he stuck to the task

in spite of serious problems arising from his reading in public
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of sections of La Pucelle, as a result of which he was forced to
take refuge in Lorraine. The work, to no small extent, had

become for him a means of escape from la b8tise contemporaine

and the literary desert of his own age. To gideville, he
lamented: "Le pays de la littérature me paroit actuellement
inondé de brochures. Nous sommes dans 1'automne du bon goust,
et au temps de la chutte des féuillu... Je me console avec le
sivecle de Louis 14 de touttes les sottises du sivcle pr&sent.ﬂso
This eulogistic appraisal of the artistic supremacy of the
classical ei'a returns in the chapters on the arts in Le sidcle,
as does the nostalgia for an age where literary artists were
rewarded.

In the early part of 1736, the historian continued to make
significant progress. TEmilie's letter to an anonymous corres-
pondent, is proof enough: "voltaire fait l'histoire de Louis 14
et moi je neutonise tant bien que na]..'5 1 There follows,
however, a prolonged silence about the progress of the work.

The composition of Le Si¥®cle seems to have been interrupted soon
after Emilie's letter; voltaire was engrossed in the first
performance of Alzire on Jamuary 27th and preoooupied with his
quarrel with Le Franc de Pompignan. At the age of 25, Le Franc
had written Zoralde which he read to the comédie Prancaise at
the end of 1.755; they asked him to modify it slightly and present
it again. Meanwhile, Voltaire made his play Alsire known to a
few friends, some of whom proved indiscreet and showed it to Le
Franc. Voltaire claimed that Le Franc had stolen the subject
from him; to Cideville, hi wrote on January 8, 1736: "“J'avois
fait ma pidce des Américains, mais je ne savois pas qu'il m'avoit
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volé, et je ne croiois pas que la rage d'8tre joué le premier

pit le porter % ourdir une aussi vilaine trame que celle dont

on’ 1'sccuse."2  Voltaire is here referring to the comédie
Frangaise's decision to perform his own Alsire and reports rumours
that Te Franc had circulated some atolo:; copies of La Pucelle

in order to disgrace its author so that his own play might be

put on before Voltaire's.?”

Moreover, Voltaire was forced to go to Paris in 1736 in
connexion with a law-suit brought by Jore who demanded 1400
livres for printing the Lettres Philosophiques, and accused
Voltaire of having been the instigator of the French edition.

In the event, the writer was condemned to pay 500 nvms.%
Back at Cirey in July, he was converted to science by Madame du
Chételet, and in the second half of the year, Newton had the
better of Louis XIV. Voltaire began work on Les Eléments de la
philosophie de Newton, and as the querelle du Hondain broke out,
he travelled to Holland taking with him a manuseript not of the

Sidcle, but of the Eléments. The historical work seems, to all
intents and purposes, to have been shelved at that time.
History had given way to physiecs.

In January 1757, while still in Holland, #olt-iro kept an
eye on the printing of the first edition of the zléments, dut at
the instigation of Emilie, he returned to Cirey. FPrederick sent
Kaeserling in April to collect La Pucelle, La philosophie de
Newton and the already drafted chapters of Ls Sibcle.””  The
rest of that year, Voltaire published nothing and finished
lMérope in December. In his letters to the king of Prussia, he
adnitted that he needed Frederick's encoursgement to resume work
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on Le Sidcle and awaited the king's verdict on the manuscript
sent through Kaeﬂorling.ss Having been urged to finish the

work, he took steps to gather new material, notably concerning
Louvois through the good-will of Berger. \ He also sought the

help of the Académiciens, Levesque de Rurigny and 1'abbé pubos.

He asked Frederick for details concerning the Memoirs of Torei
and Villars, both vital sources for chapters I-XXIV, as we shall
see in chapter III. It would appear that he began writing
again in December, as the letter to Cideville testifies:

"Quant aux autres ouvrages, j'ay done fait Mérope dont vous
jugerez incessamment. J '0& corrigé toutes mes autres tragédies,
entre autres, les 3 premiers actes d'Oedipe. J'ay retouchd

baucoup jusqu'aux petites pidces détachées que vous avez entre

les mains. J'ay poussé 1'histoire de Louis 14 jusqu'h la

bataille de Turin.“57 This fact is confirmed by Voltaire in
the Supplément, where he repudiates La Beaumelle's accusation
that the quarrel of the Duchess of Marlborough was copied from

Frederick's Anti-Machiavel; he goes on to add: "Ce conte n'est

point tiré de 1'Anti-Machiavel, que son illustre auteur ne

composa qu'en 1739. M. de Voltaire avait déjh quelques anndes

suparavant poussé Le Sidole de Louis XIV jusqu': la bataille de

Turin, et son manuscrit était entre les mains du roi de prusse
dves l'lnn‘o 17}7."58 This fact is borne out by the correspondence,
as has been pointed out.

Voltaire would, therefore, have written a single chapter
in 1737. 1In a footnote to the letter to ¢ideville quoted above, -
Besterman remarks; "Voltaire had therefore reached chapter XX,
about half-way of the Sidcle de Louis XE-"” Honﬁr, the
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progress achieved must be assessed in terms of the plan revealed
to 1'abbé Dubos in 1738: 20 chapters on military history, one
on Louis's private life, two on internal reforms and finance,
two on religious affairs and five or six on the arts. In this
respect, more than half, in effect two-thirds of the work, were
by now complete. Of the thirty-five chapters which made up the
1751 edition, and of the 23 on military history, voltaire had
in effect drafted nineteen. Wade's conclusion that he "now
felt he had a satisfectory draft of his work'éo is rather mis-
leading, for not only is it difficult to assess the condition of
the manuseript 4n 1757,°% but he would certeinly have felt that
the crucial part of the work, that relating to 'les meurs',
remained to be done. It would be foolhardy to conclude with
Wade that "his manuscript was relatively complete"; only two-
thirds of the first section had in 1737 been composed.

On April 25, 1738, Voltaire confessed to Frederick that
Le 3idcle was once again abandoned, and that he would not take it
up again unless expressly asked to do so by his friend: "Je ne
continuerai l'histoire de Louis 14 ou plutét de son sidele, que
quand vous le oma.naorn.*sz .In January 1738, he had written
the Discours sur l'homme, and had been involnd in experiments
with Pmilie; science clearly had thes better of history, with the
hnblioatﬁn of the Eléments in March 1738. vVoltaire, moreover,
Jjoined Madame du Chatelet in taking part in a competition
organised by the Académie des Sciences, but both failed to win
prizes. [Nevertheless, Le sibole was not forgotten, and voltaire -
was still anxious to receive Frederick's comments on the existing
manuseript of the work: "Je m'imagine que mr. le baron de
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Keaezerling est enfin revenu vers son étoile polaire et que Louis
14 et Newton ont subi leur arrest... Jtattends cet arrest pour
continuer ou pour suspendre 1l'histoire du si®cle de Iouis 2!.&-."63
In his reply, Prederick procrastinated and promised to send his
comments, but offered little encouragenent.&" Nor did he keep
his promise at once. Voltaire, for his part, revealed to
Prault on June 28, 1738, his intention to proceed further with
the history of Louis XIV, and to this end he ordered books
relevant to the arts: "Je demande les mémoires de l'.Aoad.Smie
1735, 1le ﬁimghna, le recueil de pideces d'histoire et de
littérature, chez Chaubert, les mémoires alphab8tiques d'amelot
de la Houssaye, la charlatanerie des gens de lettres, l'histoire
des Jjournaux par canura.t-"65 All the indications are that
Voltaire planned to complete the chapters on military history
in the near future and apply himself to the second and most
important section.  Bmilie, too, had gathered from him a
gimilar impression: "Je crois qu'il va se remettre % l'histoire
de Louis quatorse. C'est l'ouvrage qui convient le plus % sa
santé," she wrote to d'Argental on July 1, 3.738-56 It is clear
from this letter that the historian remained inactive until
July at least, despite his avowed desire to take up where he
left off the previous year. Yet the research was pushed
further, l;onoo his request to Berger for letters written by
Louveis:®7  ‘Purthermore, in the often quoted lstter to 1'abbé
Dubos of October 30, 1738, Voltaire drew up a definite and
detailed plan for the first tiu,sa although it is probable

that he had conceived Le 3idele in its entirety long before,

possibly as early as 1732.



This letter has led crities such as mmile Bourgeois to
conclude that 1738 was a vital year for the composition of
Le 8idcle. According to Bourgeois, Voltaire had by then

completed the first twenty-three chapters of the 1751 edition

and had started on the tableau des mmurs: "g'est alors que
Voltaire ﬁet la main % la partie essentielle de 1'ouvrage,
1'histoire des beaux-arts et .de 1'esprit humain.“69 As
evidence, Bourgeois quotes the letter to Dubos. However, while
this shows that Voltaire had firmly arrived at a definite plan
and a divi;sion of the work into chapters, it would be wrong to
S onabhate he (hhAA KL IR A utams ST L e S rbars
on Louis's private life and the arts. (aussy thinks along the
same lines as Bourgeois, when in his Notice to his Qeuvres
Inédites, he declares; "En 1738, il met la main % la seconde
partie de 1l'ouvrage 'la plus importante' % ses yeux, 1l'histoire
des meurs, des institutions, &es soiences et des arts.t /0
It iAs true that Voltaire was always on the look-out for material
which might prove useful for the later chapters, but it would
appéa.r from the correﬁpondanoa that far from moving on to the
chapters on 'les meurs', Voltaire remained virtually inactive in
1738 and Le Sidole ignored. There is no proof that he pushed it
further than the battle of Turin, the point reached in 1737,
When Madame de Graffigny visited girey on December 5, 1738,
she revealed to her 'cher Pampan' that mmilie had the manuscript
under lock and key to prevent Voltaire finishing it; "voici ce
que je dois avoir ce soir “l lii'ag Mérope, 1'histoire de Louis 1k,
que cette bégueule ne veut pas qu'il achbve, elle la tient sous

la clef. Il a fallu qu'il prie bien pour qu'elle permette de



42.

Once she

1
me la donner. Je démélerai ce petit tripS8t 1'«."7

starts to peruse the manuseript, the lady is full of praise for

the historian, and her comments are particularly useful in
estabiishing the contents and nature of the text at this stage.

Nor can we doubt her sincerity when she affirms that Emilie had
taken steps to protect Voltaire against any possible repercussions,
but it is also likely that she was intent on winning the writer
over to science and was using this as a pretext. In another
letter to Pampan of December 9, 1733, she refers to the Crossing
of the Rhine (chapter X of Pomeau's edition and of the 1751
edition), and to the Peace of Ryswick (chapter XVI of the 1751
edition and XVII of Poneau's)-72 In the same letter of December
14th, she informs Pampan that she has finished reading the manuscript
and regrets that it is incomplete: "J'ai fini Louis XIV hier; il
est aussi impatientant de le laisser 1h qu'un roman qui n'est

point achevé.® It is worth noting that at this stage voltaire
has decided on the title, for Madame de Graffigny in her letters
comments; "Il y a un abrégé de la Fronde, qui est divin; mais comme
il se propose moins Louis XIV que 1l'histoire de l'esprit de son
si®cle, il vous rapporte alors iégbr'lenx quelques traits qui y

ont rapport, tels que le caractbre de la reine de Sudde, en lui
faisant rendre une visite % Ninon (this fact was to be omitted from

the later editions)... Le titre est Essai sur le Sibele de rouis

XIV."'73 No mention is made of the section on the arts, which
Bourgeois and dﬁuaqy claim had been written. The work was still
a long way from nearing completion, contrary to Bourgeois's

assertion: "On répbte communément que Voltaire mit vingt ans %
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composer cette cuvre capitale; il employa en réalité huit mois
en 1735, neuf mois en 1737, dix mois en 1738, en tout un peu
plus de deux ans % lui dommer la premidre forna.".n*
Throughout, Voltaire's method of documentation, via the
grapevine, does not change radically. Thus on Jamary 9, 1739,
he thanked an anonymous correspondent, probably Rerger, for the
anecdotes dispatched, and urg@d him to be on the look-out for
others; "Grand merci de vos anecdotes. Rassemblez tout ce que
vous pourres, et si vous voulez un jour conduire l'impression du
beau 'Sivele de Louis XIV' ce sera pour vous fortune et 5loire."75
But does this prove that voltaire had resumed work on Le Sibele?
It is characteristic of the historian's method that he never
ceased to look ahead to a time when he would be in 2 position to
set pen to paper; the period of gestation was a long one and
Voltaire only attempted to compose when he felt he was in
possession of enough authenticated material. Furthermore, the
success of lLe Sidcle depended, to his way of thinking, on those
added ingredients in the form of picturesque anecdotes which
would both entertain and instruet by shedding light on the spirit
of the age.76 The main facts, he knew, were in the written
sources, but what interested voltaire most was the hitherto
little-known details which could be exploited by the raconteur
in him « as indeed we shall show in chapter IV. All along, he
behaved very uuch' as a modern editor in charge of a group of
roving reporters whom he qotivytod by the promise of financial
gain and a share in the glory. To no small extent, Le Sidbcle
owes its nvoﬁmss to this ‘happy throng' of correspondents -

Thiériot, Cideville, d'Argohtal, d'0livet, Berger etec. Their
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contribution in real terms cannot be underestimated, although
it is impossible to ascertain with any degree of sccuracy what
information they passed on to Voltaire. They often provided
the raw material which the Conteur transformed and integrated
into the work.

Rarly in 1739, Voltaire took a decision which proved to be
ill~=advised, namely to publish the introduction of Le Sibecle and
the first chapter in order to test public opinion. On March

n and promised to send

6th, he explained his reasons to Berger,
him the opening section of the work which he was in the process
of revising. In February, he had let d'Argental into the secret

of the coming publication of the Recueil de pidces fugitives, to

be supervised by Thidriot: "Je voulois le faire imprimer (i.e.
mémoire justificatif) avec les épitres, le commencement de
1l'histoire de Louis 14 ete. Il y a prds d'un mois que Tiriot

ou 1l'abbé d'0livet avoient dd vous remettre ce commencement
él'hj.tstcﬂ.re."78 Once the manuscript was corrected and the style
polished, Voltaire had to find a publisher and he looked to Prault,
to whom he proposed the "patit recueil contenant mes épitres,
quelques odes, le commencement de 1l'histoire de Louis 14, une

lettre sur Neuton otc."79 The Regueil de pidees fugitives was

to contain the following items:

Essai sur le gibele de Louis XIV
" . 8ix piscours sur 1'homme
.f'ra:gnent d'une lettre sur un usage trds utile
établi en Hollande
" De la gloire ou entretien avec un Chinois
. Du suicide
. Odes sur 'le fanatisme'
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Le Mondain
"t Lettre b 1'abbé Melon sur Le Mondain
Défense du Mondain
Epitre sur la calomnie
Le Temple de 1'amitié
L'Anti-Giton
Le Cadenat
" A Madame la Marquise du Chételet sur la physique
de Newton
Aux manes de Monsieur de Grenonville
~ La mort de Mademoiselle Lecouvreur
Lettres et autres pivces
Le Temple du godt.

A close analysis of the Recueil points inevitably to its
main purpose, which was to assess contemporary reaction to the
begiming of Le Sidcle, for the other items were either of
secondary importance, or had already been published. That this
was his main aim is reiterated by Voltaire himself; to d'Argenson
he declared: "Le principal objet de ce recueil &tait le commence-
ment du *Sidcle de Louis XIV' ouvrage d'un bon citoyen et d'un
80

homme modéré." Since it included such controversial works as
Le Mondain, there was elways a chance that the Recueil might not
meet with the approval of the censor. Tmilie expressed her
fears to d'Argentel: "Je crains que ce commencent de Louls 14 ne
s'imprime, et qu'on ne le trouve mauuais (sic). Tiriot, l'ab‘
(®ic) Dubos, ms Dargenson ete. l'ont. Que faire?® a1
As for vVoltaire himself, he did not seem at first to hava

had any apprehension about the possible repercussions of the
Recueil, which was in print by April, in spite of rumours
eirculating tha:t it was on sale in Paris: "On me mande," he wrote

to Berger on April 26, 1739, "qu'on fait courir dans ce vilain
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Paris le commencement de mon histoire de Louis XIV et deux
épitres morsles trds incorrectes. Je vous enverrais tout cela
et vous auriez la bonne legon, si le port n'était pas effrayant.
Je crois que vous verriesz dans l'Essai sur le sikele de Louis
LIV un bon citoyen plutdt qu'un bon §orivain.s 2 At the same
time, Voltaire was anxious to receive the comments of his friends
on the fragment of Le Sidkcle 'being published, which he had sent

83 and to d'Argental-&’ On May 8th, he left with

to d'Argenson,
Emilie for Belgium on the occasion of a law-suit regarding the
prinoipalify between Tréves and Juliers which the Marquise had
inherited from a cousin. We have pointed out that it was
Voltaire himself who contacted Prault in the first place about

the publication of the Recueil. It was published in 1739,
although it bears the date 17h0o85 Because it included remarks
pertaining to religion - the first chapter of Le Sibcle being
entitled 'Des états chrétiens de 1l'Burope avant Louis XIV', and
other items such as 'Du suicide' - the law demanded that the work
be submitted to the censor for a 'privi.lbm'.86 However, Voltaire
decided to disregard this procedure, for he knew that the volume
had little chance of meeting with the censor's approval. The
Recueil was, as a result, published clandestinely; hence yoltaire's
growing fears: "Je regois votre lettre du 25. Vous ne pouvez
ajouter, m;ansiour. au plaisir que me font vos lettres, qu'en |
détruisant le bruit qui se répand, que j'ai envoyé mon sidcle de
Louis quatorze & Prault. Je sais qu'on n'en fait que des copies
trds infidvles et je _ serais f&chi que les copies ou 1l'original
fussent imprimés," he daola.red to Berger on June 28, 1739-87

As usual, Voltaire was here engaged in a 'cover-up' operation,
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denying that he was the instigator of ths publication. He even
went as fér as to urge Prault to send him all the copies of the
work, if indeed 'it was true' that it was being publiuhed.aa
Published it was and the reactions of the authorities were
hardly favourable, for in November, the copies were seized and

the volume suppressed on December kL, 1739.89

In yvoltaire et

la police, L. L8ouzon Le Duc quotes an extract from the 2522337
verbal of commissaire Lespinay's account to the conseil d'état
of how he went to the house of the jewsller, pesfrbres, where in
a room he found “un grand nombre d'exemplaires d'un ouvrage
intituld: Recueil de pidces fugitives, en prose et en vers par
M. de voltaire. Rt le dit sieur Commissaire ayant requis le
dit Desfrvres, de déclarer ® qui il avait loud la dite chambre,
il avait dit que c'était le nommé Prault, libraire, son genre,
qui 1l'avait prié de la luy prester, pour y mettre différens
imprimez et livres qu'il luy avait assuré 8tre permis. =Et sa
Majesté voulant réprimer une contravention qui blesse également
1'ordre public et les bonnes mpurs, soit par la témérité du dit
Prault £ils, libraire, qui au préjudice de réglements de la
librairie, a fait imprimer sans privildge ni permission, 1'ouvrage
dont il s'agit, et a entreposé clandestinement 1'édition dans un
magasin non ddeclaré aux officiers de la librairie; b quoi voulant
pourvoir; ofly le rﬁpport, le Roy étant en son conseil, de 1l'avis
de M. le Chancelier, a ordonné et ordonne que les exemplaires du
dit livre intitulé: 'Recueil de-. pidces fugitives en prose et en
vgrs', par M. de VQltaite, seront et demeureront supprimez et mis
en présence de la Communauté des Libraires qui sera i cat effet

extraordinairement aasembl‘e......"go Prault's printing shop
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was closed for three months and ke was condemned to pay a fine
of 500 livres. As for Voltaire, he was ordered to leave paris
and not to.raturn. The bad news was conveyed to him at Rhetel
in the Ardemnnes, and he was understandably very depressed. In
a moving letter of Janmuary 8, 1740, he confided in d'Argenson:

Touttes ces pidees fugitives que vous avez de moy fort
informes, et fort incorrectss, m'avoient fait naftre
1'envie de vous les donner un peu plus dignes de yous.
Prault les avoit aussi manuscrittes. Je me donnay la
peine d'en faire un choix et de ‘oorriger avec un trdbs
grand soin tout ce qui devoit paraftre. J'avois mis
mas complaisances dans ce petit livre. ' Je ne croyois
pas qu'on dlt traittd (sic) des choses aussi innocentes
plus sévbrement qu'on n'a traitté les chapelles, les
Chauxlisux, les La Fontaine, les nabelais et méme les
épigrammes de Rounsm.91

His mood soon changed, however, from depression to grim deter-
mnination to stand up and be counted, and to carry om the fight;
to cideville he wrote on‘Jn.mry 9, 1740: "J'0se dire que le
frontispise de cet ouvrage était 1l'entrfe d'un temple bEti %
1thomneur de la vertu et des arts. ILes premibres pierres de ce
temple sont tombdes sur moy. La main des sots et des bigots a
spparemment voulu m'8craser sous cet édifice; mais ils n'y ont
pas réussi, et 1'ouvrage et moy aubsisturons.*”

But in spite of this bravado, the suppression of the Recueil
had well and truly disenchanted voltaire and put him off completing
Lo 3idele. ' The public itself had not been sounded, but the
hostile reaction of the authorities had had such a shattering
offeot that Voltaire deocided to proceed no further. He was
deeply hurt and he allaged various excuses for not taking up the
challenge; to d'Argenson he wrote:
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Je vous avoue que si je suivois entidrement mon goust, je

me livrerois tout entier % 1'histoire du sidels de Louis
14, puisque le commencement ne vous en a pas déplu. Mais
je n'y travailleray point tant que je seray 2 Bruxelles.
Il faut 8tre ® la source pour puiser ce dont j'ay besoin;
il faut vous consulter souvent. Je n'ay point assez de
matériaux pour btir mon édifice hors de la France.

To Frederick, ke declared that he was pre;ented by ill-health
from finishing Le Sidcle and that he would resume work as soon
as he felt better.%' Prederick tried in vain to exhort him to
do 50»95 And when at last Voltaire condescended, Frederick
applauded his decision.% But voltaire was not to keep his
prqmiae and the project was shelved, at least for the time being.

The publication of the Recueil de pidees fugitives thus marks an

important point in the history of the work; had it not been for
the authorities' firm stand against him, voltaire might well have
completed the task much earlier. TFrom then on, he felt that it
would be unwise to publish a work in praise of Louis XIV in his
fatherland.

In the early 1740's, Voltaire tried to win favour at court,
by offering his services to Fleury as an envoy to the court of
Frederick. Having put Le 3ibcle aside, he became engrossed in

his research for 'histoire générale. While in Brussels in

1740, he used the library of the grandson of de witt, and in this
connexion he remarks in his Mémoires: "Il avait une des plus
belles bibliothbques de 1'Turope, qui me servit beaucoup pour
L'histoive générale."’! It is possible that voltaire might have
found useful infpmtion about the career of Jean de Witt during
his stay in Belgium, but his main aim was to prepare what was to

become the Essai sur les mours. In the midst of his military
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campaigns, Frederick never failed to urge his friend to return
to Le Si'belo,ga end Voltaire replied by promising to send a
number of papers, but these could only refer to the Histoire
générale: "J'ai jugé que la sphbre du monde n' était pas trop
grande."” There is nothing here to suggest that Voltaire had
made any tangible progress with Le Sivdele in 1742, and the work
remained at the same stage whoro he left off in 1738. On March
22, 1742, Prederick reminded the writer of his promise and
invited him to send the rest of Lo Sidele; C° & plea which he

101 but to no

reiterated from his camp at Kuttenberg on June 18,
avail. TPor if voltaire falled to comply with the king's wishes,
it was because he had added nothing significant to the chapters
which Predarick had already read. His political missions, his
travels, I'histoire générale, and other projects demanded his
undivided attention, and Le 8ibele was low on the list of priorities.
He had no inclination to go back to the work which had caused him
so much heartbreak in 1739.

1743 nevertheless marked a resurgence § interest in the
history of Louis X1V, as Voltaire was again documenting himself.
A letter to Odet Joseph de Vaux de Giry in I'nbn:ary seoms to
indicate this: "J'ai passé mon temps dans 1'obscurité % étudier un
peu de physique, % rassembler des mémoires pour 1'histoire de
1"enprxt hdnnn, et surtout pour celle d'un sibele dans lequel
1'esprit humain s'est p.rtcctinnn‘: J'y travaille tous les jours,
sinon avec succhbs, du moins avec une assiduité que m'inspire

102 7, shonld one-ooncluds fros this that

1'amour de ma patrie.”
Voltaire was adding to the text? He could possibly be collecting

anscdotes on Louis XIV, since on December 18, 1746, Fyrederick
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expressed his gratitude to Voltaire for ths anecdotes dispatched:
"Les anecdotes sur La vie privée de Louis 14 m'ont faites (sic)
bien plaisir quoiqu'd la vérité je n'y aye pas trouvé des choses

Nouvalles."m3 Some of these petits faits were later to find

their place in the chapters of anecdotes of Le Sibecle, but were

also probably the first draft of Les Anecdotes sur Louls XIV,
published in an edition of voitaire'a works by w@lther in 1748,
as described by Francis Crowley in his article 'The walther
Fdition of Voltaire' (17h8L}0h and by Bengesco (2129). vVoltaire
himself sheds some light on the edition in a letter to Madame
Denis of December 24, 1748: "Je vous suis bien obligé d'avoir
parlé ® ce Richmond. 1'&dition de presde veut un peu mieux que
la sienne. Je compte la mettre incessamment dans iotre biblio-

105 The

theque, mais commence h &8tre las de mes ouvrages."
socond volume of this edition contains, amongst other things, five

chapters of 1'Essai sur le sidbele de Louis XIV and the Anecdotes

sur Louis XIV. The same anecdotes form part of the Mélanges in
: 106

Moland's edition, and odmprisa many historiettes in their

original form which are simply reproduced by Voltairo‘inngg

107

Sidcle. The text at times hardly undergoes any transformation;

108

e.g. the aneédote of Madame la Dauphine, and of the Ccomte de

109

Marivaux. It would also appear that before 1750, voltaire

had drafted the main lines of chapter XXIX on internal reforms

i There is no doubt that

which are present in these anoodbtes.
the‘anecdofea in qdesfioﬁ cbnstitute an important first draft of

chaptéra LXVXVIII of Le Siholo; they were probably the same ones
sent to Predﬁrick and seem to have been written, in part at least,

as early as 17#3, when Voltaire showed renewed enthusiasm for the
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work. = Ve know that he had been actively collecting a pot-pourri
of such petits faits from 1720 onvards, and if he published them

in 17,8, it was yet another attempt to test public opinion. In
a letter to Richelieu on August 31, 1751, he confirmed this
fact: "Mais Je me flatte de me point déplaire, surtout aprds
avoir sondé les esprits et préparé 1'opinion publique par le

commencement de cet essay sur Louis 14, et par les anecdotes, ou

je dis des choses trbs fortes..;"l‘ll

In 1743, it is likely
that Voltaire had made up his mind to proceed further with Le
Si¥cle, but apart from the anecdotes, he did 1little to implement
this deda;lén.

v Between 1743 'a.nd. 1750, Voltaire had neither the time nor
the incentive to complete Le Sikele. The ecourtier, trying to
curry favour with the court, could not run the risk of offending
Louis XV by praising his predecessor. Instead, he devoted all
his energies to glorifying the ruling monarch in such works as

La Princesse de Navarre and Les Rvénements de 174k4. On april 1st,

1745, Voltaire ni appointed 'matoﬁompho du roi'; it was
neither the time nor the place to erect a monument to the glory
of Louis XIV. uoreMr, he took it upon himself to write a
history of Louis XV's dnpaim.uz By November 1745, he was
completely. absorbed in L'Histoire de la guerre de 1741. The

author of the Commentaire Historique remarks that in 1745,

 Voltaire resuied work on Le §idols, but that hs was distracted by
other historical projects dedicated to Louls XV: "L'histoire
étant hnm;o un de ses devoirs, il commenga quelque chose du
'3i%bcle de Louis XIV'; mais 41 aifféra de le contimuer; 11 Sorivit

la campagne de 1744, et la mémorable bataille de rentcm.'nj
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Up to 1749, Voltaire was almost entirely engrossed in the history
of Louis XV; at Versailles he worked, in his own words, as hard
as a "commis de bureau". To gideville on January 7, 1746, he
described his painstaking research: "Je n'étais point % La cour,
je n'étais qu'h Versailles oh je travaillais % extraire dans les
bureaux de la guerre, les mémoires qui peuvent servir % 1l'histoire
dont je suis ohargé."ln* He spent the whole year delving into
archives at Versailles, examining letters, documents, and '
although he appeared to have put Le S8ibecle out of his mind, some
benefit niéht have accrued from this assiduous documentation.
Longchamp informs us that at Lundville towards the end of 1748,
and at the start of 1749, Voltaire was still working on the
history of Louls XV's campaigns: "Il continua l1l'ouvrage qu'il
avait commencé sur les événements du rgne de Louis XV; il en

$tait & la guerre de 1741,#400

Thus during his short career as
the 'historiographe du roi!, voltaire nustered all his strength
to celebrate the reigning monareh. Frederick never failed to
remind him of Le Si®cle, but in vain. It is noticeable that
only when he felt disillusioned with the present age did yoltaire
turn with nostalgia to the previous ome - after the tribulations

of the Lettres Philosophiques in the 1730's and after his

dis_gppointing exit from the court in the 1750's.
The death of Emilie precipitated his departure from France,
and Voltaire made his way to the court of Frederick, where his
first task was to put the finishing touches to the historical work
he had planned some twenty years‘ before. It would not be
unreasonable to conclude fhat the period 1738-1750, with the possible

exception of 1743, was an entirely fruitless ons as regards
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Le 8idele. When he set off for Berlia on June 28, 1750,

Voltaire took with him in his luggage nineteen chapters of

military history and the first draft of the chapters of anecdotes

a shorter version of this part of the text. But he must also
have had a considerable amount of material pertaining to the
later chapters, notably to the arts. How much by way of
notes was lost during the constant travels of the.write; is of
course pure speculation.

Visiting on the way the battlefields of Fontenoy, Raucoux
and Laufeld, Voltaire finally reached Potsdam on July 21,1750
There followed a honeymoon period, for Frederick and other members
of the royal family offered the writer a royal waloone.116 He

read the Diotionnairé of Bayle aloud to Queen Christine, won the

affection of the.quaen'nother and had his plays performed uy‘
members of the royal family. He was given the apartment of the
Maréchal de Saxe, was made 'chambellan', and was avarded a pension
of 20,000 livres. But in addition to financial security, Prussia
provided the ideal atmosphere for him to have the peace of mind
to complete his *sultane favorite'. This newly found enthusiasm
for Le Sidcle seems to have been due partly, at least, to his

reading of Pellisson's Histoire de Louis XIV, according to

d'Argenson's Mémoires: "La lecture de Pellisson (Histoire de
Louis X1V, April, 17,9, 3 vols. in-12) vient de rendre % Voltaire
tout son enthousiasme pour Louis XIV; il va reprendre, avec un

nouveau feu, l'histoire des arts sous ce rbgne qu'il a déjd

: 11
fort avanoSe.t >' Although there are echoes of this source in

Le Sidele, Voltaire does mot seem to have made extensive use of

118

it in the end. After the suppression of the Recueil de piboces
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fugitives, he had vowed never to finish the work in France, and
several of his letters from Potsdam stressed that a historian
should only attempt to compose a history of his nation abroad.

To Madame Denis, Voltaire explained: "('est précisément parce que
je suis en pays étranger que je suis plus propre h étre historien,
jtaurais moins 1'air de la flatterie, la liberté dont je jouis,
donnerait plus de poids 2 la vérité. Ma chdre enfant, pour
éorire 1'histoire de son pays, il faut 8tre hors de son paya.ﬂ119
Voltaire had taken with him a number of extracts and notes which
he had collected over the years; to Madame Denis, he went on to
say: "J'ai apporté ici heureusement tous mes extraits sur Louis
XIV. Je ferai venir de Leipsick les livres dont j'aurai besoin,
et je finirai ici ce Si¥®cle de Louis XIV, que peut-étre je

120" 17 Potsdam, his officiel duties

ntaurai . jamais fini % Paris."
were limited; he helped FPrederick to correct his works and had
the leisure to conclude Le Sidcle.

Without wasting any time, Voltaire went toc . work; he read
and wrote all day and a good part of the night. 0On November 8,
1750, he ordered a number of works pertaining to the 'histoire
des meurs' from Georg Conrad Walther, the king's librarian:

"Les révolutions de France de La Hode. 3 vol.
Du sistdme, avec la vie du régent. 6 vol.
Négociations de pestrades, colbert, Davaux. 9 volumes,"

works which allowed him to revise the existing chapters of Le
Si¥cle and to complete the survey of Louis XIV's campaigns.  And
he added: "Tout cela m'est nécessaire pr. 1l'histoire du sivcle de
Louis 11»-"121 On December 12th, he had made enormous progress,
and all his waking hours were devoted to Le si\ch-uz Despite a
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great deal of stomach pain « although one has to take Voltaire's
complaints with a pinch of salt -,the composition gathered greater
momentum, and on December 26, 1750, he informed his niece that he

had moved to Berlin to work in peace. 123

It would appear that
Voltaire's first task in Prussia was to revise the chapters
already drafted; to Madame Denis he described his schedule: "Je
continuerai paisiblement % travailler % mon Sidcle de Louis XIV,
et je donnerai % mon aise les batailles de Nervinde et d'Hoce -
sted."lm" These are included in chapter XVIII of the 1751
edition, which we know to have been already written in 1735.
Before moving on to the later chapters, voltaire seems to have
first consolidated and corrected the existing manusoript.

The year 1751 marked the oulmination of years of hard work
for the historian, despite a law-suit brought by the Jew Hirsch
or Hirschell, which began on January 4th, and which made relations
between Frederick and voltaire cooler, and caused the latter
much disquiet. However, his ardour for Le Sibecle did not abate,
and on January 18, 1751, he was in a position to ammounce to
Darget that he had completed the 'tableau des affaires générales',
i.e. the first 23 chapters of the 1751 edition; "J'ai déjh achevé
ici 1'histoire de Louis XIV pour ce qui rourdo- les affaires
générales. J'ai assez de matériaux pour faire au Marquisat la
partie de la religion. J'achbverai d'ailleurs d'y corriger une
nouvelle édition % Dresde. Aussi j'aurai la plus grande
consolation dms les malheurs, c'est le trn.uu."lzs For, in
Voltaire's own words in Zadig, 'la lune de miel' had been followed:
by '1a lune da 1'absinthe'. ?®  He sought solace from prederick’s
coolness in his work and now lived in the Marquisat, a villa
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acquired by the king of Prussia in 1748. The philosopher was

half-thinking of leaving Prussia, so that it became imperative

to finish Le Sidecle as quickly as possible. He stuck to his

task with grim determination, and each day pushed the work further,

i.e. the chapters on 'les wurs'.127 The difficulty of obtaining

the required sources did not prove to be insurmountable, thanks

to Walther, while Wade has indicated that voltaire received a

nunber of volumes from the Bibliothbque du Roi in Paris.'?®

This is confirmed by his letter to Walther in March 1751: "“Je

suis fort occupé de 1'histoire de Louis 14k. Mais cet ouvrage

ne sera pas si t8t priés (sic). J'attends des manusorits de

Paris. J'ai encore besoin de quelques livres mais surtout j'ai

besoin de temps pour rendre l'ouvrage moins indigne de 1'inpression.'129
It is not easy to determine whether the chapters on religion

were written before those on the arts. According to yoltaire's

letter to Darget already quoted, 130 he had the relevant material

to deal with the religious disputes, and in the original plan,

these were to precede the chapters on the arts and follow the

chapters of anecdotes, while according to the Recueil de pidces

fugitives, they were to follow immediately on the chronological
survey of military history. The sources ordnr@d by voltaire
concerned the arts, and it is not inconceivable that he would have
waited for these before attempting this section.

In the meantime, it seems likely that he would have
devoted his attention to the religious disputes. On April 13,
1751; he asked Walther to send the following works: "J'ay besoin
des quatre tomes des 'Superstitions du Pd¥re Lebrun.' si vous

avez ce livre a Dresde ou A Leipsik, envoyez le moy
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incessamment. Voyesz aussi je vous prie si vous n'auriez point
quelque livre qui ait rapbrt au sibkele de Louis 14, soit pour la
guerre, la marine, soit pour le commerce, les finances, la
relligion et les arts, et ayes la bonté de m'en donner avis car
11 me faut tout consulter.* >} The work of Lebrun was used
for chapter XXIX of the 1751 edition, while the other sources were
intended for chapter XXVIII of the first edition on internal
reforns, and chapter XXIX of the final edition. It is probable
that Voltaire composed the chapters on Louis's private life
first,lsz 'tor. as we saw, he had already published a first draft
of the anecdotes in 1748. Then he would have gone on to write
the chapters on relgion, on internal reforms and finance, before
finally addressing himself to those on the arts and sciences.
But it must be said that no conclusive evidence exists that the
chapters were composed in any fixed order, for voltaire had a
remarkable ability for working on several things at once.

On May b4y 1751, he proudly proclaimed to d'Argental that
the 'magnum opus' was almost oonpl.to.:u} The same day, he
announced to Walther that the end was in sight and that he
awaited the volumes promised to him by the librarian to finish
Le 8i% 10.13"’ He was foreced to interrupt work several tiwes
because the requested volumes did mot arrive.’>> The beginning
of 1751 n; thus of vital importance in the history of the text,
and had it not been for the difficulty in obtaining sources, one
feels that Le 9idcle would have been completed even sooner.
Bourgeois's assertion that' the work was almost complete in 1738,
and all that remained to do in 1750, was to reshape &nd revise
it, is consequently unfounded.
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At last, in July 1751, Voltaire was able to invite Henning,
. the king's printer, to take charge of the publication. The
name of the author was to be omitted and the work published under
the name of Francheville, s fellow Frenchman who had settled in
Berlin in 1742 at Frederick's invitation, although the ruse
failed in the event to deceive the reading public of Rurope.
During the months that followed, voltaire took great pains to
supervise the printing of the first edition closely and to proof=-
read the printed sheets sent by Henning.
loroéwr. once the edition was well under way, voltaire
did not remain idle; he constantly asked for his friends' and
correspondents' impressions and did not shun positive criticienms,
as our next chapter will show. This forms an essential part of
his method of work as a historian, for long before the text was
ready, he had decided that this would be by no means the end of
the road for Le Sikele. Prom July 1751 till the end of the year,
he dispatched sections of the printed text to many of his loyal
correspondents; to d'Argental he declared on September 22nd that
he would not hesitate to correct the work, if mmouu-;r.]'»36
And Collini, his secretary at the time, indicates that voltaire
was at work simultanecusly on the first and second editions. >’
For no sooner was the first edition printed than the historian
was phnniﬁ a second one enriched with new material passed on to
him by devoted gorrespondents and acquaintances, and duly revised
in the 1ight of their oriticisms:*>® ghe first edition was
quickly printed and corrected, so much so that on geptember 7,
1751, Voltaire was in a position to inform Hépault of its imminent
“1..1}9 P. Conlon has published two letters from Madame de
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Graffigny to Maupertuis which make it possible to ascertain with
a certain degree of accuracy the approximate date of its publi-

L0

cation. In the first letter of November 25, 1751, Madame de

Graffigny asks Maupertuis to send her a copy of Le Sidcle for
1'abbé Perault. According to the second letter, Maupertuis has
replied that the edition would not be ready until pecember. It
-15 thus only in the last month of 1751 that the first edition was
ready to be put on the market. Voltaire offered the 2,400 copies
to Walthor_for retailing at the reasonable price of 2000 écus, as
an expression of gratitude to the librarian who had so of'ten come
to his rescue by providing the necessary sources. Le Si¥cle,
conceived twenty years earlier, was available to the public in
the early months of 1752, and had on its title-page: 'Le Sidcle
de Louis XIV, publié per M. de Francheville, etec. Berlin, Henning,
1751, 2 vols in=12.'

From the preceding remarks, one may conclude that Le Sidele
was most probably planned in England in the 1720's,; although it
was first clearly alluded to in 1732, that between 1735 and 1737,
nineteen chapters of military history in the first edition were
composed, that between 1738 and 1750, with the exception of a
few anecdotes, Voltaire achieved very little. Only in Prussia,
in 1750, d@d he assiduously and seriously set himself the task df
completing the work, by drafting the remaining chapters of the
chronological gur#cy and the 'tableau des meurs'. ' The list of
works borrowed from the Bibliothdque du Roi, published by wade,
confirms our findings. It becomes clear that voltaire docunontod.
himself fully and systematically for Le Sikcle between 1735 and

1738, the volumes borrowed between 174k and 1750 being relevant
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to the Histoire générale. It was only around 1750 that

Voltaire displayed renewed interest in Louis XIV.H*]‘ There is,
moreover, some internal evidence in the text itself to suggest
that by 1740, Voltaire had gone no further than the battle of
Turin, as we have claimed. For in chapter XIX of the 1751
edition (XX of Pomeau's edition), Voltaire writes concerning
Gibraltar: "¥lle est encore aux Anglais dans le temps que
Jréeris® (P 836)s A note appended in the 1756 edition, gives
the date as 1740. Voltaire's memory is slightly faulty here,
since the chapter was written in 1737. 142 That heb made no
further progress af'ter 1737, is also evident from a reference in
the next chapter (i.e. XX of the 1751 edition and XXI of Pomeau's
edition), to the Queen of Hungary's failure to capture Dauphiné;
"De nos jours, les troupes de la reine de Hongrie y échoudrent
encore" (P 850). Voltaire is alluding here to the war of
Austrian Succession which started in 1746, during which time the
queen of Hungary was Maria Teresa. This would seem to indicate
that this chapter was drafted in Prussia, as indeed we have
maintained. Purther evidence is provided by an allusion in the
same chapter to France's attempts to put James II's grandson,
Charles Stuart, back on the English throne in 171.&: ncette
entreprise fut entidrement semblable 2 celle que nous avons vue,
en 174, en faveur du petit-fils de Jacques II" (P 852). It

is, of course, possible that Voltaire added the references in
1751 when he was revising the chapters already written, but taken
in conjunction with the author's statements in the Correspondence -
and Madame de Graffigny's lottors.:u’s. these allusions help to
confirm the claim that by 1737, voltaire had only reached the
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battle of Turin, after which Le Sidkele remained virtually at a
standstill until 1750.

The Notebooks, besides, provide additional proof of
Voltaire's lack of interest in Louis XIV between 1740 and 1750.

8o it is that the first Paris Notebooks dating from about 1740

to 1750.1b4 bear little relevance to Le 8idcle. The vast
majority of entries, with few exoeptiona.1h5 show clearly
Voltaire's preoccupation with 1'listoire générale, i.e. L'Essai

sur les meurs, in this decade, and relate, amongst other things,

to luxury through the ages, monetary values under various
predecessors of Louis XIV, commerce, the history of the theatre
in the Middle Ages, the Inquisition and so on. On the other hand,

the Piccini Notebooks, which, according to Besterman, go back for

the most part to the period 1750-55, indicate a revival of interest
in the history of Louis XIV. Voltaire refers to the Mémoires de
)‘laderm:l.selle,J‘I'6 and to those of Madame de notteville.147 poth
memoirs were consulted by the historian before 1750; voltaire's
copy of the Memoirs of Mademoiselle (BV 2507) is the 1730 edition
by Bernard, and his copy in his private library, now in Leningrad,
of Madame de Motteville's Memoirs (BV 2530) dates from 1739.

But it is very probable that Voltaire re-read both sources in
Prusnia.lha One also finds in these Notebooks an allusion to

149 as well as

de Retz and a remark on willian III's character,
the first draft of Voltaire's pronouncement in Le Sikcle (p 685)
on the qualities of a great minister: "ge n'est pas la supériorité
du génie qui fait le grand ministre; c'est le caractdre et le
tempérament; c'est un corps infatigeble, et du courage dans

l'esprit."lso



63.

Thus it is that Voltaire's notes lend some weight to
the view that the original manuseript of the first edition of
Le Sidole was conponad during two intense periods of intellectual
activity, from 1735 to 1737, and from 1750 to 1751, i.e. over
some five or six years altogether, if one includes the anecdotes
drafted in 1743. Voltaire never ceased documenting himself and
searching for new material, even when other literary activities
and occupations during the intervening perioed, distracted hin
from his cherished ambition of erecting a lasting monument to
the glory of Louis XIV's age. But Le 3ibele was to remain a
life-long task for him; following the publication of the first
edition, he never stopped revising, improving, and adding to the
work in new editions which occupied the historian of jouis XIV
at regular intervals during the rest of his literary career.
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Chapter IT -

Contemporary Reactions to Le 8i%cle de Louis XIv

No sooner was the first edition ready than yvoltaire set out
eagerly to prepare a new one, for he firmly believed that the
Rerlin, edition of 1751 could be adqquately revised and improved
in the light of new material and contemporary reactions to it.

To Thibouville, on April 15, 417527,1 he asserted that the first
edition waé an "essai inforpa”. although one must not take such
comments entirely at their face value, as it is more than likely
that Voltaire was deliberately exaggerating its tentative nature,
s0 as to forestall any possible ensuing criticisms. The second
edition was, like the first, offered to Walther on January 15,
/17527 for 1500 60us;2 in the same lettei; voltaire advised the
king's librarian to dispatch copies of the first edition to
Silesia, Poland, Geneva and Holland, to prevent any possible pirate
editions. There were, in all, 3000 copies of the 1751 edition,
and of these, not ons, at least officially, was intended to be
reprinted and put on sale in France. 1In a previous letter to
Walther, Voltaire wrote in this respect:

J'ay done pris le party de ne point envoyer d'exemplaires
en France. Ce n'est pas moy qui ay le privildge impérial,
et celuy de Prusse, tout est sous le nom de mr de Franche=-
ville. ¥l y a, comme je vous 1l'ay mandé, trois mille
exemplaires de tirez dont quatrevingt ou % peu prbs
peuvent &tre ou gitez ou incomplets.

At this stage, Voltaire seemed intent on distributing copies amongst
his correspondents, acquaintances and friends to gauge their

impressions of the work.
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Bven prior to the publication of Le Sibdole, this machinery
had been sct into motion; twelve sheets of the printed text had
been sent to Mme Denis on September 20, ﬂ75}7,"' with the
instruction that they should be passed on to Malesherbes; the
first volume had been dispatched to d'Argental in October 1751,
and Voltaire added: "Je vous supplieray d'examiner un peu
sorupuleusement le premier tome de Louis 14 que vous aures probablement
bientdt."? Likewise, he had asked the Duc de Richelieu to peruse
what had been entrusted to Mae Donims On December 25, 1751,
Voltaire informed d'Argental that the latter was to receive "deux
volumes tout farcis de corrections... Vous feres, vous et messieurs
de Choiseul et de Chauvelin, comme vous pourresz. Mais je vous
conjure de lire fort vito-"7 In the process of forwarding selected
copies of Le Sibkecle, it would appear that some were lost, as a
letter of January 8, 1752 to d'Argental indicates: "Il s'est
certainement perdu un paquet qui contenait des exemplaires du
Sidele de Louis XIV, corrigés % la uin."a On the whole, however,
printed copies arrived safely; Baron Johann Hartwigg Ernst von

Bernstoff was to receive two copies “corrigez : la nin:"

10 11

recipients ineluded Ulrica of Sweden,
2

the puchess of jaxe-Gotha,
and Mme de Ponpcdour.l This well-orchestrated publicity campaign
extended across the Channel; thus 500 copies were dispatched to
FaWkener: "J'en envoye cing cent % un de mes amis de Londres, ce
débit ne passera pbint par les meins des 11hra.iros, c'est une
affaire particulidre, Voltaire declared to Walther. > Voltaire
saw to it that one hundred copies were distributed amongst a close .
cirele of friends, and the remaining 2,400 were put on the market

at the cost of two richdalers each, i.e. 3 francs, 15 sols, or at
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least two florins each. 3ix copies, in the event, were addressed

to Mme Denis on December 24, 1751.]1" Amongst others, narget,
the Président Hénault, d'Argental, Thibouville, the Countess of

15 16

Bentinek, Choiseul, Richelieu,™™ Formont, Malesherbes, Roques,

1
Le Condamine, Fmduriak.” Cardinal de Nonllu.la d'Argenson, ?

Mme du Doﬁ’anb, the Margrave Sophia Frederika wilhema of Bayreuth,

Charles Bordu,ao the puchess of Brumuok-wolfonbutal,zl were

duly provided with their own copies of the 1751 edition.
Consequently, the first edition was fairly widely distributed in
various countries of REurope, and even found its way into France,
when Voltaire's acquaintances and friends took it upon themselves
to circulate the work among a restricted number of readers in the
early months of 1752.

But 't;ho nuthé_r remained conscious at all times of the
enormous problems of ever publishing Le Sibole in Prance. ILouis
XV would not have looked kindly on a eulogy of his predscessor,

as the Recueil de pideces fugitives had shown in 1739 voltaire was
out of favour at court, and he was fully aware, too, of the v
infioxiblo attitudp ot the censor Daguesseau. That he remained
clearly distressed by those obstacles, is shown by his letter to
Richelieu of August 31, 1751:

Dites moy je vous prie monseigneur si je me trompe. J'ay
pensé qu'il était fort difficile de faire imprimer dans
son pays l'histoire de son pays. Mr Daguesseau
tirannisait la littérature quand je quittay Paris, et vous
sentez bien qu'il n'y avait pas un petit censeur de livres
qui ne se fit fait un mérite et un devoir de mutiler mon
ouvrage, -ou de le supprimer. &2

The danger, Voltaire went on to declare, lay in the historian's
duty to judge kings, generals, the Parlements and even the church;
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Je me suis constitué de mon autorité privée juge des
rois, des généraux, des parlements, de 1'é&glise, des
sectes qui la partageaient. Voylh ma charge. Tout
barbouilleur de papier, qui se fait historien en use
ainsi. Ajoutez % ce fardau, celuy d'étre obligd de
rapporter des anecdotes trb®s délicates, qu'on ne peut
pas suppriuer.23

He is perhaps referring, in this last sentence, to such anecdotes
as those pertaining to the secret marriage of Mme de Maintenon
to Louis XIV. 1Moreover, clearly such controversial subjects

as the Revocation of the Ediot of Nantes and the religious dis-
putes, the unwise conduct of the French government during the war
of 1701, were unlikely to meet with the censor's approval. Yet,
the same letter to Richelieu betrays Voltaire's earnest desire
"to win Louis XV's good-will: "Mais je me flatte que si le roy
avait le temps de lire cet ouvrage, il n'en serait pas mécontent.
Je crois surtout que Madame de Pompadour pourrait ne pas
désaprouver la manidre dont je parle de mesdames de la Valihre;
de Montespan, de Maintenon dont tant d'historiens ont parlé avec
une grossidreté révoltante, et avec des préjuges outrago;nts.*zh

Despite these obvious difficulties, Voltaire never ceased

to hope that his friends and acquaintances might be able to sway
the authorities in his favour. There was never any question of
obtaining a privildge, and the historian entreated Mme Denis not
to seek onme:

Point de privilwge, s'il vous plait, on se moquerait de
moi. Un privildge n'est qu'une permission de flatter,
scellée en cire jaune. Il ne faudrait qutun privilbge

et une approbatioh,pour décrier mon ouvrage. Je n'ai
fait ma cour qu'd la vérité, je ne dédie le livre qu'h
elle. L'approbation qu'il me faut est celle des honndtes
gens, et des lecteurs aésintéressés. >
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But it is doubtful whether Voltaire really believed this; while
he would have been only too glad to obtain off'icial permission,
he showed himself to be a pragmatist and a realist, who hoped
that, in the first place, the authorities might turn a blind eye
to the clandestine publication of Le Sid®cle in France, which he
was probably planning. Those protestations to Madame penis
should be viewed in the light of Voltaire's repeated attempts to
enlist the help of such important figures as the Président Hénault,
as Lion remarks in his book: "vVoltaire qui ne songe qu'x obtenir
1'autorisation d'imprimer le Sikcle en France et aussi % revenir
® Paris, Voltaire qui a besoin du président et de ses amis, ne
sait comment le morciar..."26 For to Hénault, on Jamuary 28,
1752, Voltaire clearly expressed the hope that he would obtain
permission in the end topublish Le Sibecle in France:

J'ai envoyé k Paris le premier tome corrigé selon vos

vues. Je me flatte qu'on ne s'opposera pas h l'impression
d'un ouvrage qui est, autant que je 1l'ai pu, 1'éloge de la
patrie, et qui va inonder 1'Buropo.27

This is, indeed, confirmed by a letter to d'Argental on February 6,
2175271

Je ne sgai si les exemplaires qui vous sont enfin parvenus
sont corrigez ou non, mais il y en a quatre entre les mains
de Madame Denis, ou il y a plus de corrections que de
feuillets. C'est celuy~1: qui est destiné pour 1'impression,
en cas que le président Hénault ait, comme je 1'espbre, la
vertu et le courage de dire % M. Dargenson qu'une histoire
n'est point un pan‘giriquo.za

Voltaire's coquetteries to Hénault were of no avail, since it was

not in the ponr’ of the Président to obtain a privilbge for

Le Sidcle. 2 However, Voltaire did not give up all hope, and
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2ll the indications are that he was actively engaged in making

arrangements for an edition to be published in FPrance; he con-
tacted the publisher Lambert on February 7, 1752, to propose such
an edition:

Ce serait pour moi une consolation si vous pouviez faire
une jolie édition du Sidele de Louis XIV, que 1l'on commence
% débiter en Allemagne.-. Je ne doute que vous n'allies
trouver madame de Nise et que vous ne fassiez les démarches
les plus vives de tout cGté pour obtenir au moins une
permission tacite qu'il serait bien étrange qu'on vous
refusdt.

Voltaire was, by now, evidently resigned to the fact that he would
not obtain official permission for such an edition. His fears
were to prove justified, as even a tacit permission was refused,
in spite of Hénault's and Malesherbes's endeavours. On March

11, 1752, Voltaire expressed his profound disillusiomment to
d'Argental;

Pourquoi diable arr8ter le Sibele de Louis 14 dans le
temps qu'on imprime chez Granger les lettres juives?

I1 est assez bizarre que 1l'empereur comme je l'aye dit,n
me donne un privildge pour dire que Léopold était un
poltron, et que je n'aye pas en France la permission

tacite de prouver que Louis 14 était un grand homme.

Franchement cela est 1mligno.32

He was then obviously in a very depressed state of mind and deeply
hurt by the attitude of the French authorities. While the
reading public of Rurope had a chance to assess his work, vVoltaire
could not be content with this; the real test would come when
Frenchmen, whom he still considered to be the leaders in taste
and his most 1n!’l*:nod eritics, would applaud his history of Louis

XIV. His desire to return covered in glory to his native land



remained unabated throughout his stay in Prussia.

However, resentment soon gave way to a stronger urge to
correct and improve the first edition which he felt would do his
reputation more harm than good, if published in its imperfect
form in France, especially in pirate editions. He frequently
pleaded with acquaintances and friend333 to stop, if at all
possible, any pirate roprintsvuf an edition that was full of
errors, for he was at the time fully occupied by the preparation
of a second edition; "Je fais une nouvelle édition qui sera plus
ample d'un.quarf, et plus curieuse de moitié; et je tacherai
d'empécher, autant qu'il sera en moi, que la premidre &dition,
qui est trop fautive, n'entre en France," he wrote to Formont on
April 25, 1752.3h This smacks of sour grapes, but having failed
to obtain even tacit permission, Voltaire geared all his efforts
to preventing printers in France from disfiguring his work, and
he was looking forward to some future time when the corrected
version of Le 3ibcle would have the blessing of the authorities.

It would appear that the nmumber of copies circulating in
France was limited; in his Nouvelles Littéraires de la France of

1752, Pierre Clément declares:

Il n'y a eu ici que quarante exemplaires et quatre seule-
ment de 'L'Histoire du Sidele de Louis XIV,' par mr de
Voltaire... Ils ont couru, et sur les critiques recueillies,
1'Auteur fait une nouvelle &dition; car c'est son fort que
la nouvelle édition, tant b la presse qu'au Thédtre; c'est ce

35

qui fait que ses ouvrages sont si corrects.
Furthermore, a letter of Suard to Dussert of August 13, 1752,
published by Boiteux, confirms the fact that there were only a

small number of copies available in Paris:
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Tu dois avoir ouf parler de son Histoire du sidecle de
Louis XIV, ouvrage publid tout récemment. Il y en a
fort peu d'exemplaires h Paris; Jje ne 1'ai pas encore
vu. L'édition est ® Berlin et il faut 1'en feire venir;
on en dit tout le bien posaiblo.36

André Michel Rousseau in L'Angleterre et Voltaire comments on the

fact that reactions to Voltaire's second historical work appeared
to have been cool in Paris, and quotes John Jeffreys's letter to
Philip Yorke, dated May 31, 1752: "The French here speak very
slightingly of it and say he Z?oltairg? is wrong in many of his
facts, but I look upon those reflections as arising chiefly of
pique (sic) and anger at his quitting'?rnnco.ﬂ37 The scarcity
of copies circulating in Paris, added to this coolness, would
explain the relative silence of French journals and periodicals
on the merits and demerits of Le Sibole, following the first
edition, as we shall see later.

Nevertheless, Voltaire's repeated pleas to important
figures in France and their endeavours could not prevent pirate
editions from infiltrating France; there were sixteen of them,
stemming eifhor from the copies of the 1751 edition entrusted to
Voltaire's correspondents, or from copies smuggled secretly into
France. The text, for example, was printed clandestinely by a
libraire othou.n.ja Publishers in Rurope, moreover, had wasted
no time in taking advantage of the new work. As early as
December 1751, while Voltaire was busy proofereading the first
edition, rumours were rife that pirafo editions were in print in
Frankfurt and Broﬁlau. The author himself appears to have had
word of these; in a letter to parget of December 1751, he

confessed his dissatisfaction with this state of affairs;



79.

Mon cher ami, il est bon de connaitre la foi germanique.
Il y a trois mois que, malgré ses protestations, Henning
donna au docteur Houl, professeur X Francfort sur 1'Qder,
toutes les feuilles imprimées; Houl en a fait la
traduction. Depuis ce temps 1k, un libraire de Breslau,
pomné Corn, ami de Hemning, fit mettre dans les gaszettes
allemandes, qu'on devait s'adresser & lui pour avoir mon
livre en frangais et en allemand. Ainsi on me pergait
mon tonneau des deux cOtés. Houl est arrivé % Berlin;
Henning intimidé prétend que ce docteur lui remit hier
1'exemplaire et la traduction. Mais si cela est, il faut
que Henning me rende, en mains propres, cet exemplaire et
cette traduction, avec un certificat, par lequel il doit
se rendre garant de 1'événement; il faut aussi qu'il fasse
ses diligences pour arréter la vente de 1'édition de gorn,
auquel il a vendu le méme livre.>”

Voltaire must have had good cause to suspect Henning and Johann
Ludwig Uhl of being responsible for the pirate edition, although
it is impossible to verify his acocusations. He was right to de
apprehensive, since in December 1751, the Breslau and rrankfurt
editions were put on sale. Voltaire was justifiably angry that
these editions were on the market before his own perlin edition.
To Darget, in December 1751, hovrevealod that he was indifferent
to the financial loss and was more perturbed by the fact that the
said editions incorporated all the errors which he was trying to
eradicate; “Je regrette peu les deux mille dcus que cette impression
de Berlin peut m'avoir colités; mais il est bien triste qu'on ait
ilprin‘nl'ouvr;;o avec toutes les fautes que je m'occupe, jour et
nuit, % corriger malgré les maladies dont je suis accubl‘.ﬂho It
is, of course, difficult to believe Voltaire in this respect, for

everyone knows that money mattered a great deal to him. Bengesco
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has been unable to trace this pirate edition: "Nous ne
reconnaissons qu'une seule &dition avec le millésime 1751;
c'est 1'édition de Berl:l.n."l“1 But it did exist, and it seems
that Frederick, at the instigation of voltaire, intervened sub-
sequently to put a'stop to it.

After revising the originel edition, Voltaire had a second
one published by Henning, which bore the date 1752: 'Le Si¥cle
de Louis XIV, publié par K. de Francheville, Etc. Berlin,
C.F. Henning, 1752, 2 vols. in-12.' (Ben. 1179). There followed
several pirate editions of the text; in Holland at the Hague, an
edition bore the name of Benjamin Gibert (Ben. 1181), which
conformed to the Berlin edition of 1752. 1In Paris, an edition,
similarly based on the 1752 edition of Berlin (i.e. Ben. 1179),
was published with the inscription on its title-page: 'Le Sivcle
- de Louis XIV, publié par M. De Francheville, Et.c. geconde
édition (sic) Leipsic (Paris), 4 parties en 2 tomes in-12' (Ben.
1185); it probably originated from copies sent to Mme Denis on
Decenber 24, 1751, who may have passed one of these on to a
publisher. VWhen Voltaire published the second edition, the Paris
edition included the additions he had made to his text. A
reprint of fhe Berlin edition of 1752 was also published at Lyon
or Trévoux (Ben. 1183), to which Voltaire alludes in a letter to
Hénault of July 25, 1752: "Je suis aussi charmé de votre lettre,
mon cher et illustre confrdre, que je suis affligé de cette
édition de Lyon. Je souhaitais qu'on imprimdt Le gidele de
Louis XIV, mais corrigé, mais digne de la nation et de vous."”z

From Leipsig came various other pirate editions, one by Jean

Prédéric Geiditsch (Ben. 1182), and two others unknown to
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Bengesco and listed by Besterman, bearing the date 1752."5
Other editions are known to have been published in pritain; e.g.
ons by Hamilton, Balfour and Neill (®=dinburgh, 1752), based on
the Berlin edition of 1752 (Ben. 1184).

At the instigation of Voltaire himself, Falkener was to
contact a publisher for an Rnglish and a French edition to be
printed in ¥ngland. 1In Dodaloy, he found one, as he reported to
Voltaire on August 13, 1751: “He proposes having your work
translated here and which cannot be avoided as soon as it gets
abroad, but by having it first and by the property which will
appear in Him from the title page, He would have printed, He says
He shall have some advantage in point of time and his brethren of

the trade will be kept in some bounds with regard to a new

L LY

Rdition." André Michel Rousseau, in I'Angleterre et voltaire,

has shed further light on this ®nglish edition, which was based
on one of the 500 copies dispatched to Falkener and is said to
have earned Voltaire 94 livres. Moreover, H.B. Evans in his
list of Voltaire editions published in ¥ngland, includes two from
Dodsley; the first with the title; 'Le sidele de Louis XIV ete.
Tome premier et second, chez R. Dddsley, % la Téte de Tully en

46

Pallmall, M.DCC.LII.'" Volteire expressed his reservations to

Falkener on August 22, 1752, about this reprint of what he

conaidorod'to be the faulty 1751 eclj.i::i.ox\."’7

Dodsley also printed
a de luxe edition of Le Sibele in quarto, based on the same 1751
cdition,w vhich was sold by subscription on June 11, 1752, for

16 ahillings.w Voltaire remained apprehensive about this odition.
for the reasons given ubén.so As for the English translation of

Le 8idcle, published by Dodsley, there were two editions, one on



P Tl

Ry, & . i i » A " 3 eaad . 28 %
di Sl s FANR o 3 L < P e Bt R et ik i e
R A S ol ok Sl s o il 5 e - i g

. |

\

B T WE TP AT

A L
L @ U IS’XW.

PUBLIE

ParM DE FRANCHEVILLE

Confeiller auhque de fa chﬁc & membre de Pacadémie roiale
dcs {ciences &, bcllcs lettres de Pruﬂ'c. '

SO M E PR EMIER o

A LONDRP

Chez R. DopsrLey, a la Téte de Tu Iy cn Pmlmall
M.DCC.LAL,

G RN e Qi tas AR 0 MR i e T3 4 B R A ot Gl AN G M e s ALk

T N T RN S ST TR A R WA T S PR Tt 0 e it

S TR A s IR

DRSSV PRI ORES T DSOS SR

B T TR T 3 TN A TG R T IR T S T



82.

51 52

July 12, 1752;° the other on 31 October. The translation

was duly announced in the Gentleman's Magazine of July 1752.
Another translation is known to have been published in publin
by George Falkener in 1752, probably based on a copy sent to gir
Everard Falkener by Voltairc.”
Qur purpose in this chapter is not to list all the pirate
editions which followed the publication of the Berlin edition
of 1751, but only to show the widespread interest aroused by
Le 8ikcle in Rurope. For in spite of VOltqir.'s assertion in
the Supplément - "Les $ditions nombreuses d'un livre dans sa
nouveauté ne prouvent jamais que la curiosité du public, et non
le mérite de 1'ouvrage" (P 1230) ~ one cannot help feeling that
he is guilty here of false modesty, and that he was fully aware
of the fact that Le Sibele had caught the imagination of the
reading public in Turope. Although it is fair to say that
various publishers were basically motivated by the lure of
financial gain, Le Sidcle was widely read and quickly bought.
Was Voltaire satisfied with this general acknowledgement of the
work's importance? To d'Argental, he admitted that he was not
at all surprised that the history of Louis XIV had aroused the
ocuriosity of the Ruropean public at w‘.}h FPor all that, he
remained apprehensive about the fact that the pirate editions were
ail roprin{a of 51 which he was in the process of revising.
He made a point of seeking additional and new material from all
quarters for the second edition; to d'Argental, he declared on
May 3, [175372 “Je qudte dén oritiques de toutte 1'murope. Je
vous assure que j'ay ddjh une bonne provision de faits singuliers
ot intéros