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•'Empechez que des continuateurs temerairee 
ne gatent par leura fables les verites que 
j’ai enseignees aux mortels dans ce fidele 
recit.”

(Voltaire , La Princease de Babylone)
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INTRODUCTION

In March, r768, Voltaire published La Princesse de Babylone. 

Like his other contes it is a short work and can be superficially taken 

as a light and entertaining story, the purpose of wHch is to amuse 

rather than teach* To do so, however, is to misunderstand V°ltaire’s 

purpose, and to ignore much of his style and subject matter.

Critics’ reactions to the work have been slight or even non

existent. Lanson (1), Tallentyre (2) and Cresson (3) make no mention 

at all and of the other important writers none considers it of sufficient 

importance to pass more than a brief, and often inaccurate, generali

sation, Brailsford (4) suggests that it could be "a parable designed 

to inculcate vegetarianism” (5) while Aldington (6) has little to say 

except that it ’’forms another excuse for a vertiginously swift ramble 

through divers states of the world,”(7)

The fact that so little is said by any of the major critics 

suggests that La Princesse de Babylone is distinctly inferior to 

Voltaire’s other tales, or that it is of such insignificance as to not

(1) G. tanson, Voltage, jf’ari.s: Hachette, 19°6«

(2) S, G, Tallentyre, The Life of Voltaire, New York: Putnam, 1905,

(3) A. Cresson, Voltaire, Sa Vie, son oeuvre, Paris: Presses universi-
taires, 1955- '

(4) H, N, Brailsford, Voltaire, London: Oxford University Press, 1935,

(5) Ibid,, p, 1>.

(6) R, Aldington, Voltaire, London: Routledge, 1925,

(7) Ibid,, p, 226, 
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merit serious mention. It will be shown that, although clearly not 

equal to the masterpieces Cai^.Lde or Z^d^^, La Pri 2nee86e de Babylone 

has many qualitie8 of its own, and that, as an expres6ion of VoltaLre’s 

ph i^wpihica1 outlook^1 it is much more representative of the later 

period of his life than is, for ins^nce, L, * Ingenu which appeared 

a few months earlier in 1767.

(1) R. Pomeau, Voltaire par lui-meme, Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1955»
p. 113.

(2) R. Naves & A. Lagarde, L’Oeuvre de Voltaire, Paris: Hachette,
1946, p. 120.

This study wI11 consist essertia11?- of four sec^ons: the 

conte, an attempt to define Voltaire’s purpose in using this particular 

hiterary genre; the fonntWhich wil1 be devoted to an examination of 

various sources and influences, showing how each is suited to the 

philDsophical purpose; the sty18. which wilh study Vohtaire’s technique 

of reflecting the subject matter in the written form; the philosophy, 

which will summarize the ideas and problems included by Voltaire in La 

Princesse de Babylone, linking them with some of his other works, 

showing what development, if any, there is throughout the contes.

It is worth remarking that, although not sufficiently treated 

by any of the Voltaire critics. La Princesse de Babylone has been used in- f- -... - - ----
at least two works as an illustration of the author’s technique: in 

Pomeau's Voltaire par lui-meme(h) where a number of extracts are given, 

together with one shorter passage from the Histoire des voyages de 

Scarmentado, as the only examples of Voltaire’s art as a conteur, 

to the exclusion of Micromegas, Zadig or Candide; or again in Naves and 

Lagarde’s L’Oeuvre de Voltaire(2), which is a small group of selections, 
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La Prince8se de Babylone is listed with the three other tales just

mentioned, as an illustration of Voltaire, le romancier.. This, 

although not offered as proof of outstanding quality, suggests that 

there is more to the work than is immediately apparent, and that it 

merits at least a little more attention than has so far been given it.
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I

THE CONTE
In a letter to Marmontel, written in 1764,1 Voltaire offerB the 

following advice:

"Vous devriez bien nous faire des contes philosophiques, 
ou vous rendriez ridicules, certains sots et certaines 
sottises, certaines mBchancetes et certains mBchants; le 
tout avec discretion, en prenant bien votre temps, et en 
rognant Ibb griffes de la bete quand vous la trouvez un 
peu endormie.''

All these things Voltaire had already done in his own writings, and 

Candide or Micromegas are first-class examples of what he had in mind. 

Certainly when he wrote La Princesse de Babylone he was fully aware of 

the value of the conte for a philosophical writer.
2Lawrence Bongie discusses some of the reasons put forward to 

explain why Voltaire should have turned to writing contes suddenly with 

great vigour in 1747. By that time Voltaire was a man of fifty-three, 

and Bongie concludes that this was a period of crisis in his life, and 

that it developed from hiB inability to reconcile evil and the existence 

of God: the evil, which he experienced and noted in the world around him, 

and the existence of God, which was a theoretical and social necessity. 

Certainly the fantasy of this new form, adopted by Voltaire, permitted him 

to express, in an acceptable way, a contradiction which was not well 

suited to the traditional literary genres: the theatre or the full-length

■“28th. January, 1764. Quoted in W. R. price, The Syimtelism of 
Voltaire's novels, New York: Columbia, 1911, p. 10.

2L. L. Bongie, ''Crtais and Btate of tae Voltairtan conte".
Modern Language Quarterly (March, 1962), pp. 53-64.
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novel. This, however, is not a sufficient explanation for Voltaire’s 

continued successful use of the conte throughout the latter part of his 

life* may help to explain why the best contes were written at a 

particular peri°d, but as is shown by the letter quoted eibow, Voltaire 

had a much more conscious purpose in mind.

The princeE^£^, Amaside, in Le Taureau blanc gives a description

of what should be expected in this art form:

"Je voudrais surtout que, sous le voile de la fable, il
Tie c°nteJ lai6sat entrevoir aux yeux exerces quelque verite 
fine qui echappe au vulgaire.”

This ’’verite fine” is basic to the whole of Voltaire’s work and

to the eighteenth century generally. The didactic element of the ’’philoso

phic” writings is inseparable from the attempts made in the field of pure 

literature. This is not to say that such authors were unaware of art forms 

generally, and indeed the reverse is rather the case. Many of the 

traditional styles were imitated by writers who were hypersensitive to the 

shape and form of the original. Voltaire’s own efforts in the theatre 

illustrate only too well how this hyperconsciousness can lead to poor 

and unconvincing literature.

In the case of the conte, however, the situation is rather 

different, principally because it was not until the eighteenth century 

that it was developed to its fullest and most powerful use. Dorothy

^Mol. 21, 506 [Voltaire, Oeuvres completes, ed. Louia Moland, 
Paris, Garni-er, 1877-851.
References to Voltaire’s works will, with the exception of La Princesse 
de Babylone, be found in the Moland edition. Refe ■ ences to La Princesse 
de Babylone will be found in Voltaire, Romans et contes, ed. H. Benac, 
Paris: Garni.er, I96o«
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MoGhoe quotefe1 a r°nark mato by Voltai-re to the ^int^ Huber about the 

use of tho conte, showing particularly how consci°us Voltaic was of 

its valuo, and how awaro ho was of its litorary jiotontiwUtyi

'Voila un ca.novas c^rrnan^ mais pormottoz-moi do vous 
onsoignor comment il faut le mottro on oouvre.' Alors il 
ropronait l'histoire et nous montrait, par sa maniOre de 
la rofondrof c°mmont on doit, dans lo commoncontentt 
dotaillor boaucoup ot momo longuomont tout co qui pout 
sorvir a ]'intelligence oxacto du conte; comment il faut 
fairo coMaJ^r0 los actours pr^o^aux on pennant leurs 
figuro8, lours gostes et lours oaractteros; comment on 
doit exciter, suspondro ot mOmo trompor la ouriositO; que 
los episodes doivont etro courts, olairs ot places a propos 
pour ooupor la narration d'uno grando attonto; comment il 
faut pressor la maroho a mosuro qu'on tire vors la fin, ot 
comment la catastrophe doit otro OnonoOo aussi laooniquomont 
quo possible. C'ost ainsi qu'il donnait, par dos oxomplos 
doliciousos a entendre, los voritablos rOgios dogmatiquos 
de l'art do racontor.”

From this it can be easily understood what oaro Voltairo took in writing 

his contos, both from the litorary and the "philosophical" point of view. 

By "philosophical", throughout this study, should bo understood that which 

appertains to tho so-called Philosophos of the eighteenth century! those 

mon who earned this title because of their quest for truth and wisdom 

through rational enquiry, rathor than because of any link they may have 

had with philosophy in tho classical sense.

When tho motives behind the work of those Philosophos are under

stood, it booomos apparent how well the conte is suited to thoir purpose.

From the time of Fontenelle and Bayle, works of popularisation had 

increased in all fields, but particularly in that of science. During 

the eighteenth century this movement turned to questions of morality.

1D. M. McGhoo, Voltairian narrative devices, Monashai George 
Banta, 1933, p. 30. Tho passa,o is recorded by tho Baron de Gloichon 
in his MOmoiros.
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Social and political questions were given more than just a public 

airing, as ■the intellectual writers of the age ■turned their efforts to 

an educataon of greater numbers, in an attempt to order the destiny of 

a nation, an effort which was only too successful.

Voltaire appears at the heart of tais didactac movement in

literature and, almost without erception, al3. his work was born of a 

desire to say something of general social, or moral value. This 

"litterature engages” is an Lnherent part of the eighteenth century and 

it would be wrong to ignore the philosophical elements of a work such as

La Princesse de Babylone. The theory has been put forward, notably by 
Pietro Toldo°, that the essential s±de of Voltaire’s contes is one of 

amusement. Describing what he calls ”des contes purement pour rire” he 

says:

"Bien que les contes ne visent qu1 a amuser, vous y 
remarquez, de temps a autre, des pointes d'ironie, 
des attaques aux puissances, mais ce ne sont la 
que des traits accessoires."

2A similar attitude is found in Gide , who takes the point even further

and criticises Voltaire for his seriousness:

”11 ecrit Candide pour s'amuser, et en s'amusant, il amuse. 
Tais l’on sent aussi qu’il veut prouver, et l’on ne sait 
plus bien quoi, ni non plus a qui il en a...S’il revenait 
aujourd'hui parmi nous, combien ne se depiterait-il pas 
d'avoir si peu triomphe de bien des choses qu'il attaquait done 
mal ou qu'il avait tort d'attaquer; et d'avoir fait le jeu 
de bien des sots.”

Apart from the fact that these last remarks are more a justification

of Voltaire's activities than a condemnation, it seems to be a mistake

■"Pietro Toldo, ''Voltaire conteur et romancier", ZeUschri-ft 
fur franzo3ische Sprache und Littera.turt Vol» ‘1-0 (1512—13),131—1P5.

2Andre Gide, Journa^-OJW-ll^h taris: ^iate, 19p8, p. H97.
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to consider the philo8°phical aspect of the contes as mere a.ccessories 

to an amusing story, It is true that Voltaire’s ability in this 

Particular sphere remains unqu^tionec, hut it is equa^y true that 

the ^rio^ remarks in the contes are concerned with very i^^if^ 

questions and are the raison d’etre of the text itself,

1Qu°ted in: V. W. Topazio, "Voltage, Philosopter of Hurnan 
Pro^^s", P,M,L.Vol, 7^ (1959), 351-361,

Voltaire’s preoccupation with the serious aspects of his 

writings is made quite clear in a passage found in Le Philosophe 

ignorant :

"Ce qui ne peut etre d’un usage universei, ce qui n’est 
pas a la portee du commun des hommes, ce qui n’est pas 
entendu par ceux qui ont le plus exerce leur faculte de 
penser, n’est pas necessaire au genre humain,"

The very immediate and practical nature of Voltaire’s philosophy will 

be seen in the section of this study dealing specifically with the 

content of La Princesse de Babylone, but one should beware of making 

too sharp a division between the literary and the philosophical in a 

single text,

At first glance, La Princesse de Babylone can be divided into 

two distinct and apparently unconnected parts: the first, which tells 

of the competition for the hand of Formosante, the subsequent triumph 

of Amazan, his return to the "pays des Gangarides" and the beginning of 

the princess’ journey to find her departed hero; the second, which tells 

of their travels through the world in pursuit of one-another, reaching a 

climax of disillusion, which gives way to victory as the couple return 

home to wed and rule in happiness,
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In sp^e of this break the raroa^ve ion^nues and at no ficint- 

does c^e Stelly lose sight °f the parMi^intis. It will be see^ when 

the style °f tne ionte is diaiussed, that the unity vs greiter th^ it 

first seeras, and that it is wrcng tc i°unt this as a teihni^l feul^ as 
1 p

^G. Oaiitsbury, A History of the ^e^h ^vel Lcnd°n: Maimvllai, 
1917, p. 385.

2Ibid., p. 12.

Taves, Vcliaire. L’Hornme et l’oeuvre, paris: l^2 * 4, p. 76.

4 1Supra, p. 4.

d°es Ge°rge ^irtstory in hk mention of the Etcry. D°rothy McGtee 

and °there have topM^ that the st°ry vs in exiuse fcr phil°s°phiial 

d^^ssi.0!!, yet this view as wrong is that wh^h dismisses La

de Babyl°ne as somethvig merely ”plus feer^ue”' the

other iontes.

Certainly the fairy-tale element is very strong in I

Hrvicesse de Bibylone, perhaps more so than in any of the other ccite8, 

yet even this has a partiiular purpose to serve. It his already been
4 

suggested that the fantasy of the ionte enabled Voltaire to reioiiVle 

an otherwise uireioiiillble ccitrldiition. There is, however, a more 

obvious and perhaps more important use for the same fantasy, whiih, it 

should be noted, has played a part in all of Voltaire’s previous ^^08. 

In Miiromegis the rOle of the unlikely or the impossible is essential to 

the whole story; in Candide, partiiulirly, the fantastic although not 

immediately apparent, is equally essential, for by its use the reader ian 

stand away from the narrative, viewing it ob3eiiVvely, not entering 

into the disasters and misadventures whiih befall the hero, and thus is 



10

able to approach the philoBophical side of tee story in a. sane and fully 

conscious manner.

In tete way Voltair6 is abl® to underline tee points he te trying 

to make, without going so far as to write "them in black and white. This 

iB an in£eni°us and almost sublirninal way of catteing the reader unawareB 

and of forcing him to take notice of what is being advocated. It is true 

tha.t in his later life Voltaire became more practical and immediate in 

his propagandist writings than earlier and, from what has been said, it 

comes as no surprise to find the fantastic and fairy-tale elements 

increasing in proportion to the immediacy of what is being said. La 

Princesse de Babylone, Le Taureau blanc and Les Lettres d'Amabed all 

demonstrate how eager Voltaire was to indulge in the fanciful, and they 

belong to the period of his life when 1 'infame was uppermost in his mind, 

and when the immediate social evils were more important than the miscon

ceptions of Leibnitzian philosophy or other more general questions.

Jean Sareil sums up the necessity of including in the contes 

fantastic elements, which serve to underline the philosophy, when he 

says: "Le conte pbilosophique exige une histoire invraisemblable, 

aux pBripBties exagerBes, afin de donner par contraste plus de poids 
a la these philosophique."1 It could be argued that tee light-hearted 

side of the contes tends to distract, and that as polemic works they fail 

to instil a proper attitude in the reader, yet this is probably more 

true of the twentieth century reader than the eighteenth century one.

Perhaps one should not look so far for reasons to explain the 

lj. Sareil, "La Repetition dans les contes de Voltaire", 
French Review, Vo1. 35 (1961), 137-126.
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increase in th® use of the fanta6tic, particularly as found in La 

Princesse de Babylone. Atter all, as William Bottiglte points out1, 

a r°yal decree in l757 had restored the death penalty for writer and 

publishers convicted of attacking re"l igi°n^. Although possibly not a 

very subtle disguise, the fairy-tale method of c^t^isin^ not only 

religion but political and other inB^tutj-ons, is something of a 

guarantee for the writer« More will be said ia the second chapter of 

this study, when the influence of ■the o^en'tal tale and the voyage 

narrative are discussed, of the way in which the writer was able to 

hide more securely behind the artificial barrier of fantasy, from 

which he could hurl his darts in comparative safety.

From these remarks it is seen why the conte form was of 

considerable importance to Voltaire as a writer and a philosopher, but 

there is another, more personal reason, which may add to an understanding 

of the success of this particular genre and its appeal to Voltaire. This is 

an idea put forward by Jacques van den Heuvel in an article called;

”Le Conte voltairien ou la confidence deguisee." In this the author 

suggests that in the contes we can obtain a picture of Voltaire himself, 

who, whether aware of it or not, was using his personal experience in a 

very immediate and exact way. He agrees that Voltaire recognized the 

value of the conte as a weapon of propaganda, but claims that it is a 

necessary reflection of his personality. Heuvel follows this idea 

through the contes linking each period of Voltaire’s life with what he 

Bottiglia, "Candide’s Garden", r.K>L.A., Vol. 66 ^Sl^ 
718-733.

2j. van den Heuvel, "Le Conte vo^atoien ou la confidence 
deguisee•", La Table ronde, V°l. 122 (1958), 116-121.
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wrote dow. There is no doubt at all that Voltaire tow very much on 

his own experience for many of the epteodes in oaoh °f th? con tec, and 

it is worth noting tha't of a11 the raany genres which Volt-rdre tried during 

his literary career, the conte is tee one which offers the writer 

the vid^t scope for an ^^e^^n of his personality, wheteer co^cteusly 

intended or n^. Again this aspect of tee work ’•ill be treated under 

the h©ading The philo8o^ph;/, when it w111 be seen, how Ly- prince88e de 

Babylone is largely tak©n from Voltaire,s immediate •xperience ;nd thought.

Sk Field8, "La premiere edition franpatee de ha Prtecesse de 
bibyl°ne’•, .Sudies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, YoK 13, 
d196!7, "179i132.

That the work, as far as Voltaire was concerned., •• -d to be written, 

becomes clear when it is realized just hew inflammatory v ,s the material 

contained in La Princesse de Jiaooline. It is beyond ths scops of this 

study to examine the differences between the early editions which appeared 

in x763, but the tUfferences which occur between the original March 

edition, published in Geneva, and that pubi ddded in July in - • :ris by the 

ieroure de Fr ar.ee, are considerable and a c rth - d.atd^ng.

Madeleine Fields has gone into this question of tile fir st edition 
tc appear in France- , showing how in spite of the promise contained in 

the introduction, the work, in its revised form, falls far short of the 

controversial Swiss edition. In ths introduction, quoted in the 

articl d a aationei., there is this passages

MCe conte hres aoderne est reduit. On a frit ana miniature 
d’un grand tableau; en conservant neammoins toutes les touches 
precieuses du maltre et en eMphoyaat, mutant qi’il e cit 
possible^ les traits d,imiginition, les saillies d’esprit, 
l»u ^ernsees philoao.Jd (ues, et 1'art v-:r Ie.- ael il salt a 
la fois amuser, instruire et interesser.”

ieroure_de_Fr_ar.ee
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As a definition of the original this is very good. but unf nr tuna t-Aly 

it c°uld hardly serve t;o qualify the original, were it not f°r tto 

all”important and scarcely noticeable words ’’autant qu’il est ^^ibl^” 

The new version was greatly shortened and practically devoid of 

any philo8ophica^l content. leaving ”une sirn^e histoire ^lant^”"1 

It not ^^r^i^ therefore tha.t this particular edition 

escaped the royal censure^l and it is 8omething of a testimony to the 

significance of Voltaire’s work that so much was, of necessity, cut 

out of a conte which was published without condemnation on French soil, 

Madeleine Fields, by way of conclusion, notes the rather special 

nature of the occasions

^bith, 181,

’’Cette premiere edition en France de la Princesse de 
Babylone demeure ainsi 1’unique et 1’inexplicable 
exemple d’un conte de Voltaire publie, partiellement 
il est vrai, dans des pages officielles, sans 1’inter- 
vention ni sanction du gouverncncnt.”

It might be asked how far these negative aspects were necessary 

to Voltaire, for from the briefest of acquaintances with any of his 

writings, one is quickly aware of this seemingly hyper-critical side 

of his work, Yet there are two points which should be borne in mind: 

the first is that the abuses and wrongs, then as now, were much more 

apparent than the positive attributes of society and as such 

were of more value as a source of inspiration to the writer; the second is 

that the eighteenth century in particular formed something of a reaction 

against, or even a negation of, the seventeenth century, Literary, 

political and social criticism were very frequently made with reference, 

favourable or otherwise to the previous century, and as the eighteenth 
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century progressed these criticisms became necessarily more and more 

forceful. As 1789 drew nearer there was little room left for 

positive building and, as the criticisms which had begun as remarks 

half concealed in one form or another became more and more open* a 

headlong rush was begun which ended in the Revolution. Thus the 

destructive prose of which La Pnncesse de Babylone was a part, 6eems 

to have been necessary to the eighteenth century literary life. The 

Philosophes, with their concern for man's destiny and the future of 

humanity, tended to lose sight of pure art in their works, and it is 

all the more remarkable that Voltaire, while so active in all fields 

of criticism, could maintain such a high standard of literature. 

Works of art such as La Frincesse de Babylone can only be judged after 

a closer examination of the style and technique adopted for them.

At all events, it would seem that by 1768 Voltaire fully 

appreciated the propagandist, philosophical value of the conte, and 

that when he wrote La Princesse de Babylone he did so in a conscious 

attempt to teach and influence rather than amuse. By a stroke of irony 

the appreciation of the work by a twentieth century critic will, quite 

rightly, be based almost totally on the literary qualities, whereas 

Voltaire's intention would seem primarily to lie in the other direction.

It should be remembered that the conte was still a recent 

development and that Voltaire did not think the genre appreciated enough 

to discuss his work in his correspondence. Few of his contes are 

mentioned before they actually appear, and even then, as in the case of 

L* Ingenu, Voltaire showed himself unwilling to admit authorship until 

some time later. This is again partially a means of self-protection 

in a world of strict censorship, but it also derives from the lack of
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importance attached to this particular form.

Voltairo hint6 at the sorious naturo of La Princosse do Babyiono 

in the title of anothor Gonova odition whiCh also appeared in 1768 

and which consisted of 156 pages. The revised title read! "Voyages ot 

Avonturos d'uno prinoesso babylonionno, pour sorvir de suite a coux 

de --carmen t ado, par un vioux philosopho qui ne radoto pas toujours." 

The suggestion is that tho book has a sorious intent and that, in 

spito of tho fact that Voltairo had reached the age of seventy-four, 

he was still as capable of brandishing his litorary weapons of propa

ganda as ho was twelve years before when ho wrote tho Histoiro dos 

voyages de Scarlmoltado.

In conclusion, it can be said that Voltairo approached tho 

composition of La Prinoosse de Babylono with tho confidence he had 

gained from oarlior and highly successful attempts at writing oontos. 

It had nevertheless developed into something new, with tho fairy-talo 

element playing a more important rolo as far as tho style was concerned, 

and a more necessary rolo as far as the danger from serious censorship 

was concerned. Voltaire, whether or not ho had begun writing oontos 

for amusomont (his own or othor people's^ had by this time boComo fiilly 

awaro of his purpose, and used La Princosso de Babylono for renewing his 

attacks on traditional and long-suffered wrongs, as well as for 

redoubling his criticisms of more rooont and thus more acute abuses.
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II

THE FORM

Having seen s°me °f the reasons why Voltaii-e was ^tra^d 

to th® conte and why he found U espeii^ly fitted f°r hiB purpcses, 

the of s°uries and ^f^enies must be di^ue^d. Ab Vb

^^rally the iase vt vs impossible to affirm d°gmitiiilly 

r®ad a partviulir b°°k or even knew about Vt. The beet 

tc datei °f V°ltaire’B reading ma^er vb f°und in 

Voltaire’a iital°gue °f hie library at I'erne^ ed^ed by Hbvs1' 

and Torrey, and in the list of books whiih they have drawn up, as 

based on the clialogue. There ie 1 ‘ requen^y, however, no direit 

knowledge of when Voltaire liquired a given book, nor whether he 

read it, nor whether it influenied his way of thinking at all. What 

ian be said, with reasonable ieriaiity| is that a plrtVcullr genre 

or style wae in vogue and that ^Mequon^y Voltaire must have had 

some awareness of ite existenie.

1G. R. Hivens & N. L. Torrey| "V°ltaire’a iite^gue of his
libriry at Ferney"| Studies on Vol^Vre, Vo1. 9 (1959). a11 referenda
in this study to Voltaire's library have been taken from thia work.

Before talking about the style of La Brinies'e de Bibylone, 

some of the apparent Vifluencee will be dieiuesed under four headings: 

the phVlosophVill tale, whiih will triie something of the hietory of 

the did^^i short etory; the traveller's tale, whiih, whether 

imaginary or faitual, seated a definite genre of its own; the 

oriental tale, whiih developed plriViullrly in the eighteenth iin^ry; 

and the love story, whiih hid already established a traditional form.
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The value of each as an expression of a philosophical viewpoint will 

be shown.

1

The Philosophical Tale

The didactic in literature was never much of a novelty and, 

whether the purp°se was social satire or an expression of philosophical 

truth, the tradition can be seen to go a long way back. In French 

literature the short-story form of satire appeared first in the early 

fabliaux and in the episodes of the Roman de Renart. Against the 

background of an animal society, or a chosen social situation, the 

writers attacked many of the same abuses as did all social and moral 

satirists, of whom Voltaire was a direct descendant.

Among the fore-runners of Voltaire should be mentioned 

particularly Rabelais who, in episodic form, built a full pattern of 

satire linked with amusement. There was also Montaigne whose aims 

"instruire et plaire" is noticeably close to the description of Voltaire’s 

purpose as described by the editors of the first Mercure edition, already 
q^t^1: "a la fois amuse^ instruire et in^resser." What Rabeite^

2termed the "substantifique moelle" of his work, is precisely what 

Voltaic called the "veri^ fine"’7 of the conte.

Other than these there exists the tradition of the grouped 

narrative tales with a socio-satirical purpose, found in Italy as 

B^cacio’s Decameron, in £lngland as Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and

1supra, p. 12.

pPrologue to Gargantua.

x
•'Supra, p. 5»
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in France itself as Marguerite de Navarre's Heptameron. All these 

created a. pattern which reappears in Voltaic and which McGhee 

describes as a general formula consisting of three points: a 

definite, serious purpose, a studied internal structure, and a 

pervading ironical tone. These could equally well apply to the 

Lssais of Montaigne, and the gauloiserie in Rabelais shows its RgtivH cm1 

grin just as strongly in Voltaire.

1!bid., p. 35.

Without discussing other traditions of didactic literary 

genres, many of which Voltaire adopted, it is not difficult to see 

that, while making use of the conte form which was in vogue at that 

particular time, he also belongs to a long line of writers who found 

the short narrative, including episodic and essay styles, especially 

suited to the expression of an intellectual outlook.

2

The Traveller's Tale

A vogue which had developed more recently, yet which dates 

back to the time of the Renaissance writers, and indeed to classical 

literature, was that of the traveller's tale. A distinction should 

be made between those narratives which are genuine accounts of 

voyages and travel, and those which are, for the largest part, 

imaginary. Tn point of fact the two sorts mingle and interact with 

the result that in a work such as La Princesse de Babylone they combine 

to produce an imaginary voyage in a real setting, used essentially for 

a basis of criticism. For the moment, however, the distinction must 

be maintained and the history of both types traced.
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The authontic voyago desoription6 dovolopod naturally en°ugh 

from the voyage of disoovory whioh began particularly in tho fiftoonth 

Contury and wore part of tho fo^^sance. Porhaps this itsolf only 

a tradition alroady created by tho CtansonS-deJCeste Md 

tho early accounts of tho crusades.

rtino, whoso work is invaluablo for a knowlodgo of tho 

interost the Orient in Frenoh litoraturo of tho seventeenth and 

oiShtoonth ^ntiurt^, disoussos tho rolo of travol and its importance in 

Franco. He shows that tho French wore not skilled travellers until around 

167°» and that it was not until tho oarly oightoonth century that travel 

accounts became very frequent. From 17^6 until 1789 there was published 

the Eistoiro gOnOralo des voyages at tho rate of ono volume every two 

years. During tho eighty years from 1660 to 17^0 thoro were more than 

one hundred relations do voyages in France alone, covering particularly 

tho eastern countries: Turkey, Persia, India, China and Siam.

With an increase in education and in tho linguistic ability of 

tho travellers, the facts about tho countries they visited became more 

widely known than over boforo. The travellers themselves became more 

sophisticated and, instead of giving accounts full of vague and sometimes 

incorrect information, tho intention of which was chiefly to amuse, their 

:urpose became one of instruction. In Voltaire's library can bo found 

tho following items!

2795 Tavornior, J. B., Six voyages en Turquie, en Perse 
et__aux_LndO^

602 Chardin, Jean, Voyages on Perse ot autres lioux 
do 1'oriont. Amsterdam 1711» 3 vols.

^P. Martino, L'Ort^t dans la litterature franca^0 au dix~ 
soptIOmo et au dix-huit^mo siOcle, Parts! Haoh-'tte, 1906, p. 40.
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267 Bernier, Francis, Voyage, contenant la description
des etats du grand-mogol. Ams'terclEin), 
1725. 2 vols,

These and otherei, while being irnporta^ sources for Voltaire's factual 

information about the 0rient which he was able to incorporate in the 

Essai sur les moeurs, were als° first class examples of the voyage 

narrative technique, and as such helped to provide the pattern of La 

Princesse de Babylone,

^h® voyage ima£inaire has probably older literary antecedents 
than the authentic traveller's tale, philip Gove^" traces the develop 

ment back to Homer through Dante, Rabelais, Cervantes and Defoe, 

calling Lucian's True History the earliest philosophic voyage. All 

these works were possessed by Voltaire and were probably read by him.

The link between the voyage imaginaire and the utopian novel

is very close, and they are almost synonymous. At least in those 

imaginary tales where there is no description of an ideal paradise, 

the reflections and experiences are the direct opposite and are thus, 

in a negative way, equally a postulation of the perfection which is 

sought after.

EE. Pons in his arMcle on Le 'voyage* genre li^eraire au 18 

siecle^ cites Thomas More's Utopi.a (1518), Ratal-ais' Quart_Livre (I552), 

Thomas Artus' Hermaphrodite (1605), Campanella's Civitas Sadis (1620) 

and Bacon's Nova Atlantis (1620) as examples of the utopian works 

which emerged from the Renaissance and which influenced the literature

1p, B. Gov^ The Imaginary Voyage in prose Fiction, New York::
Columbia, 19^1*

^E, p°ns, "Le 'Voyage* genre lit^ra^e au dix-huitieme siecle.", 
Bul!etin de la Faculte des Let-tres de Strasbourg, Vol. 3 (1926), T7-101.
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of the succeeding cejnuri.es. These pictures of the Renai88ance 

*’heavenly city’ c^a^d an image which continued through until the 

late nineteenth century, when the optimistic belief in progress began 

to wane.

*0. Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eightoenth Century phiio8opher8, 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1932. Becker was referring to the 
eighteenth century but the origin seems to be more in the Renaissance.

From the idea of a utopia, capaWe of bei^ reactocl, there 

grew in the seventeenth century a group of works, the subjects of 

which were imagin^y journeys to imaginary place8. Pons gives five 

of these: Cyran° de B^gerac's Voyage comique 16^8-57), Denis 

Vaira88e,8 Hietoire des Sevarambes (1675), Gabriel toigny^ Aventures 

de Jacques S^deur (l710), Godwin * s Voyage de Domingo Gonzales daM le 

monde de la lune, and Tyssot de Patot's Voyages de Jacques Masse (1710). 

Add to these Robinson Crusoe which appeared in 1719, as well as the flood 

of imitations which followed it, and one has some idea of the wealth of 

literature in this field.

An even closer influence on Voltaire must have been Swift's

Gulliver's Travels, published in 1726, and translated as the Voyages de 

Gulliver by l'abbe Desfontaines in 1727. This influence is more apparent 

in a work such as Micromegas, but the knowledge of Swift's story that 

he obtained in England, and from his own readings in a copy of Swift 

received in 1738*  must have consolidated once and for all the relation

ship which already existed in his mind between travel and philosophy.

Gove quotes a passage from Garnier's Voyages iogg^ires, songes. 

visions, et romans cabalistiques whicl is, as the title suggests, a

cejnuri.es
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°f VnagVnary travel tales. It appeired Vi 1787 and in the 

Avertieeemeit de 1'edVteur there vb a summary of whit wie e^pei^d by 

the reader from auih works:

"Tele ser°nt lee prViiVpaux evenemens que nous ferona 
pariourir a noe leiteure dans iette premiere partie des 
voyages VmagViaVre8...critVque, morale, philosophic, 
peVntures VntereseantesJ noue comptonB parler alter- 
nativemeit a 1’esprit, pour l'amueir & 1'instuVre; & 
au ioeur pour le touiher."

Oiie more there appears the "amuaer et inetruire" of 

Montaigne, reminding one that the tradition Vb not very riiinta 

There Vb also an VndiiatVon of the aourie of the fantastii and 

fairy-tale elements of Voltaire's writings, whiih will be dVsiussed 

further when the eignVfViinie of the pays des Ginrirides Vs studied. 

It ia worth noting, however, at this point that only seven years 

before the appearanie of La Priniesee de Bibylone Voltaire had 

obtaVied a i°py of VVlleieuve's Le ^ya^iur philosophe dans un pa1' 

Vnioniu aux hibVtaie de la terre (Catalogue no. 29^5). Of iourse 

all the ^nitrice but one, travelled through by Amazin and Formosante, 

ire real enough, but the idea of the travelling philosopher may well 

have been renewed in VoltaVre'e mind at that time.

In the Avertieaement to the Moland text of the iontes" there 

is a passage by Auger whiih sums up the use whiih Voltaire made of 

the voyager'e tale teihnique:

"Pour faire entrer dane un mime ddre les moeure 
ioitrastees de plusieure peuplee divers, genre de 
peiiture ou Vl excellait| Voltaire fait voyager au 
loin, lee hiros de tous see romana. Les objets vue

1M°l. 2^ p. VVV. 
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par un etranger, tela qu’ils sont dans la realite 
et non tels que l’accoutumance les fait pnraitre aux 
yeux des habitants du pays, sont representes 
naturellement sous leur aspect le plus philosophique 
et le plus piquant: c’est 1’artifice des Lettree 
persanes; c’est ausBi celui de Candide, de Scarmentado, 
de la Princease de Babylone, de 1 * Ingenu, etc.”

The element of travel as a basis for philosophical criticism, 

whether by example or admonition, is a very obvious one, and 1b one 

which appealed to Voltaire at a very early point in his literary 

career. The Lettres philoso hiques form, in a broad sense, a travel 

document and are very much an application of the principles already 

laid out by thn professional travellers of the beginning of the century.

In the contes the same travel style is all-pervading showing

to what extent the myth of travel belongs to the eighteenth century.

In the Voyages du baron Gangan (1939)♦ a text which has never been

discovered, but which is thought to be something of a rough draft

of Mieromegas, Voltaire first used the voyage technique for a work

of fiction.

As early as 173^ the same idea of the extra-terrestrial

traveller who visits the Earth and offers his criticisms, sometimes 

direct and sometimes indirect, is found in the Traite de Metaphysique.

Here Voltaire is writing in totally serious vein, yet this is the way 

he sets about obtaining a satisfactory view of mankind:

”Je suppose, par exemple, que, ne avec la faculte 
de penser et de sentir que j’ai presentement, et 
n'ayant point la forme humaine, je descends du globe 
de Mars ou de Jupiter. Je peux porter, une vue rapide 
sur tous les siecles, tous les pays, et par consequent

1 Auger, Melanges philosophiques et litteraires, Vol. 1, p. ri21.



2b

sur toutes les sottises de ce petit globe*

It is no surprise to find ths two 'travelers in MicromSgas (I752) 

arriving in much the same wayJ

"En s°rtant de ils traverserent un espace
d’environ cent millions ds ^sues, st ils cotoyerent 
la planete de Mars, qui comms on salt, est cinq fois 
plus petite que notre petit globe*" 2

Nearer 1768 Voltaire stiil has the sarne plan in mi-n^ although on 

this occasion the traveller 1ssvs6 the earth to visit hsaven, and 

to criticize dogmatic standpoints!

"Ls 18 fevrier de l’an 1763 de Vere vulgair^, Is 
soleil entrant dans Is signe des poissons, je fus 
transporte au cisl, comre ls savent tous mes amis**,  
j’avoue avec ingenuite que mon voyage ss fit je ns 
sais comment*"}

Scattered throughout these writings there is also Zadig

(17^7) who is obliged to travsl for political reasons, Babouc (17v8) 

who is sent on a journey by ths angel Ituriel, Scarmentado (1756) 

who travels for his own improvement throughout the world, Candide 

(1759) whose journeys take him through many European countries and 

even to America, and 1’IngSnu (1767), who has come from America to 

Europe*  The appeal of this particular formula must evidently have 

been very strong, for a single author to have used it so many times 

in so many works*

■vootair^ Traite de Me^taphysiQue, (ed*  H, T*  patterson^), p*  2*

2Voltaire, Komans st contes, (ed. H* Benac), p*  102*

Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique, (ed*  J* Benda), 
Paris: Garnier, 1961., p*  172 tart, "D^gmes")*
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Before leaving toe voyager's tales, there is another literary 

tradition which is closely connected, and which was equa11y at work 

at this tirne. This is the traditi°n of the picaresque ^^, whtoh 

arrived in France from Spain at the beginni.ng of the eighteenth 

century. Le bage in particular was responsib1e for this movement in 

France, although the fashion of Spanish culture had already been 

strong during the reign of Louis XIV. The displaced persons and 

unemployed soldiers created by the decline of the New World Spanish 

empire, gave rise, in part, to the myth of the picaro or rogue 

who, being unattached, could move with ease from one social setting 

to another. For an author to use this means of directing his 

critical and satirical gaze over a wide field was a relatively 

simple matter, and this is precisely what occurred with Gil Blas 

and Le Liable bolteux. The individual roaming almost aimlessly 

through the world is far enough removed from the reader's sympathy, 

to underline the situations described.

Both these works were recent literary antecedents of 

Candide and once again it is worth noting how Voltaire chose to use 

a style which was already established, and to adapt it to his 

purpose. In all three stories the depth of character is slight, and 

there is continually an impression that the author is using his 

hero as an excuse for something more important than characterization. 

Candide after all is a socia1 outcast;, being chased from the "chateau 

de rn°nsieur 1a baron de Thunder”ten—tronc.klh , and in the sarne way 

Amazan chooses to wander the wor1d a1one, in an ato^p^t to prove his 

1ove, a cause toito enough to demonstoato where Voltaire's aims rea11y

lay



26

Whatever the reason for travel, whether imaginary or , 

®stirical or didacti^c1 it Is very much a reflection of a spirit 

of in the eighteenth century as a whole. Whereas the

Bn^lish had been great travei|ers in the seventeenth century, it was 

not unti! the decline of the ope of Louis XIV that Frenchmen began 

to look outwards and ffi°ve around very rnuch. Pierre Bayle, who was 

°bli£ed to sp®nd much of his life exiled from France, applied his 

critical attitude to the position in which he found himself, and 

created a cosmopolitanism which was very modern in concept*  It was 

very largely this cosmopolitanism which opened the way for the 

Philosophes with their ability to look inwards at themselves as 

men, and at the institutions of which they were part, and permitted 

them to write from an external position.

3

The Oriential Tale

To confirm themselves in this pseudo-external situation the 

eighteenth century critical writers turned to the oriental tale, 

either as a means of bringing in an unbiased but perspicacious 

visitor or of offering a distant yet possibly obtainable ideal. This 

tradition, like that of the traveller's tale, developed in the late 
seventeenth and early eighteen^ century, and Martino points o^1 

that by 1760 the Orient had become firmly established as an intellectual 

field and could be used successfully for philosophy.

The interest in the Orient grew largely because of the 

crusades and appeared in the fabliaux and some of the epics. Except

^id., p. 141.
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for isolatod works suoh as the writing of Marc° Polo U was, 

aCc°rding Martino, only in the fifteenth cmury tatamt

really ^ve^p^. This intoroat lay d°rmant, with no significant 

of tho Oriont, until tho m^^^on^enta oontury when 1 inlce 

with tho oastorn counties became established. These links wore 

dorivod fro® a numbor of sources! colonial dovol°pmolt, wriwtel 

tr«v®] leris*  roports and tao expansi°n of Jeesuit mlBsi°ns. Tho 

f°undati°l of tho groat Companies t that of China in 1660, that f 

the Wo®t Indies in 1665 and that of tho Lovant in 16?0, reBiil^ in 

a rapid increase in the number of authentic documents on these now 

areas of interest.

Even more direct were tho reports sent back by tho mission

aries in tho form of Lottros Odifiantos ot curiouses. These were 

issued regularly during the period 1707 to 1776 and were for Voltairo 

a source of a large part of his knowledge of tho East, and particularly 

of China. By a rathor ironical twist, Voltaire was to use this same 

information to satirize the very religious institutions in France 

which had sent tho missionaries in the first instance. In general 

tho attitude of tho Jesuits was a favourable ono, especially in 

those regions where conversions were successfully taking place.

Both these sources, together with tho writings of those 

sophisticated travellers already mentioned, Tavernier, Chardin and 

Bornior,1 and others, created an atmospbero ta France which was very 

receptive to things oriental. Consequently, with the arrival in 

Franco of eastern ambassadors and envoys during tho last part of

1SUpra, p. 19» 
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the seventeenth century, the general hnterest grew to the extent that 

the public was ready for a whole new field of literate,

1Ibid,, 138,

1vo1taire’8 copy of Les Mille et un jours is dated 1766, 
and it is not unlikely that this rekindled his already strong 
interest in the Orient,

Martino lists three writers who within a period of ten years 

produced extended works on China and Japan:

Engelbert Kaempfer, Histoire naturelie, civile et■ ■lilial
ecclesiastique de 1*empire  du Japon (1729)

le P, du Halde, D^ertp^on geographique, histo^qu^ 
chronologique, politique . et physique

le P, Charlevoix, Histone et description generale du 
Japon (17311

All but the last Voltaire had among the books in his library and 

of le P. Charlevoix he possessed three works including the Histoire 

du Paraguay (175%), These represent the movement of oriratalirn 

which runs through the eighteenth century, and w’ich was present in 

all the major writers to some degree,

Opposed to the above very accurate, scientific works which 

supplied the factual information required by the writers of the 

period, there also came to France much genuine oriental literature, 

This was translated by men such as Galland (Hille et une nuits), 

Petis de la Croix (Les Mille et un jour is) and Anquetil Duperron 

(Zend-Avesta), who had been sent by Colbert to learn the oriental 

languages, with the purpose of making them secretaires-interpretes 

du roi, Their work, particularly that of Galland, was invaluable 

to writers, setting them a pattern for the oriental and suggesting
2a thousand and one ideas for subject,
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This d°es not msai that there had biei no eirl^ w°rk done 

in this fVeld, Barthelemy d’Hirbil°t had alriady been work-Vng 

on hVs BVbliotheque °rVintale whiih ippiared Vn 1697 and whiih was 

1 w°rk whiih V°ltaVri kneW| ind whVih he had b°rrowed from the marquVe 

d* Argeneoi Vn 1742. This w°rk hae ae Vta sub-tVtle ^itionn1^1 

unVvireil ^^111^ tout d qui fait ioinaitre lea peuples de 

1 * OrVint and Vt Ve rartaLn that Vt provVded V°ltaVre with muih of hi' 

basii knowledge about the custome of the eistiri peoples,

1IbVd., p. 22.

2v°ltiVre, Relati°i du baniissemiit dee JesuVtie de la ChVnit 
(ed. R. Navee Vn Voltaire, Dialogues et aniidotee phVloeophVques, Paris; 
Garnver, 1939, P» 217»)

*
Martino claims that this knowledge of Voltaire's was out

standing, even for the eighteenth iiitury, and that a study euih ae the 

Essai aur lis moeurs haa more refireice6 to the Orient than any other 

work whiih appeared during the same iintury. It was largely thanks to 

Voltaire that China, whiih wae relatively unknown at the beginning of 

the Matury, beiami by 1768 "rleux connue.«•que plusVeurs provVniis d’-
2Europe,"

In literature the influend of the Orient refliitid the general 

interest, with a few refireiiie appearing Vn the seventeenth iintury 

but the majority developing after the beginning of the eighteenth 

ientury. In tragedy the beginnings of the oriental were eeen in the 

theatre of Jean Mairet and Tristan 1’HermVti although, is Martino 

points out, this wie more an "Orient de coiventVon" than any genuine 

piiture. RaiVne followed with Bijizit, but until Voltaire no very 

extensive uae wae made. Evii with /oltaire the eubjeit was not
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particularly fruitful and plays such as Mahomet or Zaire are not

outstanding, even if the reception given them by Vo^aire's contempora.ries 

shows how far the Orient had forced itself into the public mind.

The same is true, but to a lesser extent, of the comedies

produced during this time, the tradition opening with Moliere’s Bourgeois

gentilhormne, but producing few major successes. As a representation

of the oriental, the opera achieved much more, and works such as those

by Mozart, Die Zauberflote or Die Entfuhrung aus dem Serail recaptured

in full splendor all the colour and the exotic of the East.

The pattern is repeated with the novel, although the use of the

oriental did not receive any importance until 1705 to 1710 when the

influence of the genuine oriental literature first was felt. From that

time the novelty and lack of monotony ensured a success which remained

in vogue throughout the century. That is not to implj that there was 
no reaction to what ascoI1 cal.16 Hl’engouement du jour."1 He quotes, 

for instance, the heading of Hamilton’s Quatre facardins in which the 

author discusses the failure of the so popular contes orientaux, as 

he saw them in 1730*

"Ensuite vinrent de Syrie 
Volumes de contes sans fin, 
Ou l’on avait mis a dessein 
L’orientale allegorie, 
Les enigmes et le genie 
Du talmudiste et du rabbin, 
Et ce bon gout de leur patrie 
Qui loin de se perdre en chemin, 
Parut, sortant de chez Barbin, 
Plus Arabe qu’en Arabie! 
Mais enfin, grace au bon sens, 
Cette inondation subite 
De califes et de sultans,

lvo1taire, Zadig (ed. G. AscoU), Paris: fecheUe, 1929» p. xlvii
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Qui formait sa nombrsuse suits, 
DSsormais sn tous lieux proscrite*  
N’sndort qus les petits snfants.’1*

"Hamiiton, Osuvrss (1731 sdition) Vo1* Ill» p* 4*

p* 284*

It was perhaps not so much of a coincidence that ons of ths books whi.^ 

Formosants read while waiting to sail to England, and which failed to 

interest hsr, was Les Quatre Facardins*

The use of the Orient for satirical purposes is traced by
2Martino to a Genoese historian, Giovanni Paolo Marana, who in 1684 

produced L’Espion du Grapd Seigneur st les relations secrStes envoyses 

au divan ds Constantinople, dScouvert a, Faris pendant ls rSgne de Louis 

le Grand, traduit de l'arabe en italien, et de 1litalien en francais
XXXpar * This and Dufrssny’s Espion dans les cours lsd to the Lsttrss

psrsanss (1721) of Montssquisu, in which ths combination of the satirical 

and ths exotic produced a masterpiece which remained the standard 

example for later writers*  Not a novel in any sense, the Lsttrss psrsanss 

established a technique of criticism which is essentially that of La 

Princesss ds Babylone* Whereas Montssquisu was trying to lend authenticity 

to his travellers, Voltaire took ths other direction and, profiting 

from a literary vogue, successfully combined ths unreal elements of 

the exotic Orient with ths direct sattrs of an already established form*  

During the first half of ths century there were vast quantities 

of pseudo-oriental letters sent by critical travellers, from Francs, 

or from other parts of Europe, a typical example of which was ths marquis 

d’Argsns' Lettrss chinoises (1739)» which was unnnislwd, but which 

Voltaire had in his library*  __________________________________
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From Eng1and, in 1759, came a. new deve1opmen^t. This was Johnson's 

RasCas which combined the p^osopWcal travellers and orienta1 ta1es 

in a sin1e critical work. A1though there is no evidence that Vo1taire 

read Bassehs it seems high1y probable, for the w°rk appeared within a 

few months of Candide and the sini^Lar^ies beto/een the two must have 

been striking enough to draw the attenti°n of both author8.

1Ibid., p. 8.

The Orient becarae part; of the philosophic literatus of the 

Peri.od, not as an excuse meCy to introduce a foreign critic to the 

native land, but also as a genuine attempt to clarify a situation, 

in which relativity was rapidly becoming of prime importance. Indeed 

the term, century of relativity might well be used to describe the 

eighteenth century. This was a period in which outside references and 

comparisons led the thinkers to postulations and criticisms, which could 

hardly have occurred before.
1

Price discussing Zadig with reference to the oriental considers 

that it is of small significance for Voltaire, and to support his idea 

quotes the Epitre dedicatoire to the work, which says that it is an 

"ouvrage qui dit plus qu’il ne semble dire.” He is of course, trying to 

show that the symbolism in Voltaire is of more consequence than the 

sources and influences, which is true, but at the same time it would be 

incorrect to minimize the importance of the oriental for the Philosophes. 

The very fact that Voltaire wrote so much about the Orient in his Essai 

sur les moeurs shows how much genuine significance he attached to it.

Montesquieu’s Esprit des lois (1748) which shows the eighteenth 

century relativity at its extreme, also demonstrates how seriously the
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Phi^^zghes took tlie discussion of other customs and id•a8, ^etaer in 

fact or fiction. In particular the Orie^ became f°r the Philosophes 

a source of discu88i°n, not only on ^^tics and reiigi°n, but on the 

very basis of metaphysics, Martino estimating the Lnflura^ of the 

Orient on Voltaire has this to say:

’’R apparaxt ®vident, je cro^, que la philo^^le 
pratique de V°itaire, si elle n’est pas nee de ses 
lectures sur 1'Orient, y a du moins trouve les 
occasions frequentes de se pr&ciserj ce n'est certes 
pas sans un tres serieux profit de 1’esprit qu'il 
avait parcouru les relations des voyageurs, et 
feuillete les lettres des missionn^a^ir^e^^, tout 
empresses a lui vanter l’Asie.”1

1Ibid., p. 337.

gRene P. L^^^ "L’Oriando Arioso’ et la ’Princesse de 
Babyi°ne' de V°itaire”, Modern language review. V^. 22 (1927) 155-161.

4

The Love Story

The tradition of the love story is too vast to trace in any 

particular direction, but a little can be said on wnat was expected 

from it in the eighteenth century, and on how Voltaire was able to 

use it as an expression of philosophy.

It should be mentioned here that numerous links have been

traced between Ariosto's Orlando furioso and various works of Voltaire.
2Rene Legros has shown in a convincing way how close the Orlando 

furioso is to La Princesse de Babylone. From Voltaire's correspondence 

it is known how much he admired Ariosto and in his library he had 

both the Italian and the French versions of the work. Legros shows 

how the two are alike not only as far as the story, the structure, 

the general spirit and the psychology of the characters is concerned,
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but also in many of tho details of namos and ^sor^tione. As Logros

points out! "T°us doux ^rfforcort do faire rossortir les faiHeMM, 

^inconsequence do la nature humalno."

This is an of tho pMUsopHca1 purpo^ whioh

Justifios tho lovo lntrlguo in La Prlncesso do Babylono. Although It 

is ln part a to tho po_pular tasto of tho se^imen^l novel,

thoro lies bohlnd it a sorl°uB moral and phllosophioal purpose. Thls 

was of course nothing new, but over since tho high point of classical 

thoatro in France, there had been a concern for the attitudes and 

aspirations of tho characters involved. In tho seventeenth century this 

had had more of a universal application but, with tho practical and 

immediate nature of tho eighteenth century, the intrigue could be turned 

to more direct uses.
Van Tleghem in hls i^ro^e^on to a 1930 option1 of Contes 

ot romans, points out that "1’amour est lo rossort qul dOolonoho los 

OvOnomonts, ot los Ove^me^s a lour tour dOole^he^ los rOfloxions.” 

This is very close to tho technique of tho classical tragedy, but here 

it is taken one stop further! tho roador is now obliged to review 

those ideas which aro presented to him as a result of tho action.

In Voltaire tho pattern is already a familiar ono. Zadig 

spends most of his time looking for AstartO; Rustan, in Lo Blanc et lo 

noir, seeks in vain for "la prlncesso do Caohomlro"; Candlde travels 

tho world in his attempt to find CunOgondo; and oven 1 *Ingonu presents 

a similar problem between tho Huron and mademoiselle do St. Yvos. So in

1Voltaire, Contos ot romans (od. Phllippe van Tioghon), 
Paris! Rooho, 193O» P»
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la de Babylon it is not unexpected to find Amazan being

sought by, or seeking, Formo8ante, The significance of this win be 

discussed in the section dealing with the actual ^^oso^^ but it can 

be said now that this is an off-^o^ of the utopian novels which have 

already been ^n^on^, a11 these ^aracters, as wel 2 3 *l as those in

1Supra, P0,

2p, Hazard, La Pensee europeenne au ^x-hu^^me 8ieele,
Paris: Bo^in, 1946, p, 15,

3Ibid., 98,

C. Dunlop, History of Prose Fietion, Lond°^: 1888, p, 481,

John8on’8 Razzelas and Wieland’s Agathon (1766), belong to a group which 

hazard calls the "voyageurs m^^tents***  , The search for happinc8s 

theme is basic to eighteenth century thought, and shows itself both in 

the of the Robins°n Crusoe legend and in the uta^^i^ of

Eldorado or Happy Valley,

McGhee tends to minimize the significance of this theme which 

almost always in Voltaire ends in reconciliation, saying that it is 

’’simply a concession to the amorous intrigue in the traditional form 
which it has assumed throughout the tale,” 3 It seems, however, more 

true to say that this reconciliation provides the ideal ’’happy ending” 

which is postulated in the eighteenth century attitude to life,
4

Dunlop in his History of Irose Fiction suggests that Voltaire’s 

source may have been a work called Le Parisien et la princesse de 

Babylone, which is found inserted in the Nouvelle Fabrique des excellens 

traicts de verites by Philippe Alcripe, probably Philippe le Picard, a 

monk of the mid-sixteenth century, In this the princess is saved from
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an wwekoN by a Fr*̂^  jeweller, wte sei^ ter a letter

1Ibid., p. xvi.

by a bird then te^mes tte friend Md crofidwt of the

^v8^. During tte story the process elopes after sickne88,

and taei-e are thus a number of ^ints of compiri8°n tetw^ tte two 

but with no evlte^e to su^ort; tae fact that Voltaire waB 

even aware that the text existed, little more can be said.

However much one may seek te stew certain ieflueeces at work 

in Voltairel it rernains a fact that as tes life progre6sed te became 

more and more his own source of material. That is to say that, while 

one is justified in looking for these influences, it is generally true 

that for a work such as La Prine esse de Babylone appearing late in 

Voltaire’s life, the basic foundations had long been laid. It has 

already been suggested how the intrigue had already appeared in 

Candide, how the oriental had been found in Zadig, how the voyage 

form is a repetition of that in lficrm°^ega6, and as Van Tieghem says: 

"toutes les idees des contes sent deja dans le Voltaire historien et 

philosophe.

In addition to these better known sources within Voltaire’8 

work, there are two contes en vers which date from 1764 and show some

thing of the direction in which Voltaire’s mind was moving. The first 

is Theieme et Macare which tells of Theieme who loves Macare too 

much, forcing him away. The result is a pursuit through the world 

ending once again in happiness and reconciliation. The following 

passage is significant for its similarity to the idea behind La 

Princesse de Babylone:
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”Sa maitrisee ViioiBVderie
Pir trop de s°Vn le tourmeitaVt:
ElVi voulaVt itre adoree,
En reproves elle eilitiVt: 
Madre en riant la quVtta, 
Et la liisea di'esperSe, 
Elle iourut itourdVmint
Chircher de iontrli en iontrle 
Son Vnfidlle et ihir amant,
N'ei pouvint vivre eepirii."1

Th1 othir ia a sh°rter pVeii intVtlid Az°lan whVih open':

”A eon lise dans son village
ViviVt un jeune musulman, 
BVei fait de iorps, beau de visage,
Et aon i°m itait Azolai,”2

Not °ily the iame °f the herO| but a1'0 hVe out standiig charlcter and 

beauty, are il°ee to tbat °f Adza^ wh°m V°ltairi ireifod lies than 

four years later.

The influenii of d’Alembert on Voltaire Vs to some extent 
vVaibli Vn the correspondenie1' and on a number of o^asione Voltaire 

mikis use of a partViulir turn of phrase, already found Vi one of 

d’Alembert’a litters to him. The diecrVptVon of the irVtiis of 

Belieairi as "la iiiiilli eorbonique" wae ueid first by d’Alembert
xu

Vn a letter dated the 11 Marih 1767 (Beat. 13134), and wae liter ueid 

by Voltaire in a number of letters suih is the one to ChiueeepVerre of 
the 24*  * April, 1767 (Beat. 13242). This suggests that Voltaire 

respectid d’Alimbert’a opinions, lid whin he reiiVved a letter from 
him °n the 22nd Fibrulry, 1764 (Beat. 1O8J3)| pra^ng Thileme et

XM°l. 10, p. 41.

2M°l. 10, p. 45.

^Voltaire’' Correspoidenci, (ed. U. Besiermln), Geievl, 1953ff. 
(All referenies to the correspondiice will be given a^ording to the 
Bestermai number, is ib°ve.)
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Macare, or Macars st ThSlsme as the original title was, it must have

been some encouragement to him to take up the conts form which hs had

neglected since Candids in 1759*  The letter from d'Alembert reads:

"J’ai lu st js sais par coeur Macare et ThSlsme; 
cela est charmant, pisin ds philosophic, ds justesse, 
et contS a ravir*  On vous dira comms M*  Thibaudois: 
’Conte-moi un peu, conte;’ st ’Je vsux que tu me contes,’ 
etc*  C’est bisn dommags que vous vous soyez avisS si 
tard de cs genre, dans lequsl vous rSussisssz a ravir, 
comms dans tant d’autrss*"

Ths astonishing thing is that, in spite of ths fact that so

much of Voltairs at this time can bs found in his earlier work,

he has successfully created something different*  The conte, like ths

phoenix, has been renewed in Voltaire’s hands, and from the apparent

ashss of the old style, there has emerged something fresh and attractive*
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III 
THE STYLE1

1In treating the sty1e of La princesse de Babylone, I am
indebted to the works of Dorothy McGhee(8Upr7pV6)knd R. A. Sayce,
Style in French Prose, Oxford: Clarendon, 1953? the first for the
general outlines of Voltaire’s technique, and the second for the 
method of analysis adopted for the close study of French prose. Much
of what follows will have been inspired by one or both of these, 
although it will not always be possible to give particular references.

After a dlscusslon of the shape of the work( Vo1taire’s use of 

1angu&ge wi11 be 1o *oked at with a view to showing how it ref1ects or 

underlines the philosophy involved*

As would be expected in a conte belonging to the tradition 

of the voyager's ta1e1 the p1an adoptad is a Linear one, which starta 

at a given point, in this case Babylon, and moves, by various stages, 

towards a conclusion, again in this case Babylon. This type of plan 

has a number of advantages for the philosophical writer: first it 

offers an excuse for a review of any number of countries and civiliza

tions which the author wishes to include. Because it is an imaginary 

voyage, any problems of time and space are easily overcome. As in 

Candida, the travellers in La Princesse de Babylone move quickly from 

one place to another, either by boat in a usual manner, or by unicorn 

and griffins which, if not regular, adds to the exotic delight of the 

fairy-tale, and Voltaire is careful to point out that the unicorns 

"devaient faire cent Lleues par jour." (p. 351)

In the early part of the work the time element is very 

carefully worked out: the king of Scythia feels himself obliged to
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his eiopement with Aldee saying: "Je vous enieve^ai apres- 

demain de grand rnatin, car faut diner denain avec to roi de 

fobyton1." (p. 356) After ^^^anto toaves B&bylon on her pilgrimage 

to Bassora it is stated that nothing happens until "la troisieme 

couchee" (p. 363) when she meeto the king of Egypt. Wito even more

exactitude, Voltaire points out that Formosante arrives too late in 

the pays des Gangarides and that Amazan had left "il y avait trois 

heurea" (p. 368) This is more important than it might seem, for here 

begins a series of fluctuations in fortune which are an essential 

part of the narrative. Gradually, however, the time indications 

become more vague: the unicorns "en moins de huit jours, amenerent 

Formosante... a Cambalu, capitale de la Chine." (p. 372)

There is even a point at which Voltaire seems to have slipped 

up in his calculations, for although Formosante learns from the 

Emperor of China that Amazan had left the same morning, and, although 

she follows him immediately with unicorns presumably capable of equal 

speed, she learns from her cousin Aldie in Scythia, that "il a passe 

quatre jours entiers avec moi" (p. 376) and had left the day before. 

This appears to be an example of Voltaire's technique, conscious or 

otherwise, of successfully linking the fairy-tale with the philosophical. 

During the first part of the story the exact time references lend an 

ironical authenticity to a fabulous narrative, but these same refer

ences, if maintained during the section dealing with the various 

countries visited, would tend to distract the reader, serving to under

line the uo^ily a^cts, whtoh it to now Voitaire’8 purp^ to 

conceal.
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As for tho of spaco, ^weve^ thoy are treated in a

rogular fashion, wlth tho two travollers making a falrly logioal

from tho Far E^t, through northern Europ0, to Italy and back 

through Franoe Spain, reining to Babylon through Egypt. Etapt 

for tho u&orth°dox mothod of travolling and tho oom^^^d timo 

schedule, necessary in a short work of this kind, and also bettor 

suited to Voltaire's purpose, tho path followed by the two characters 

is quite normal.

Onoo again, however, there is an error in Voltaire's technique, 

which this time is more sorious and loss readily explicable. Thin 

occurs as Formosanto finally manages to sail to England, just missing 

Amazan as ho is returning to Holland. From here the progress of 

Amazan is carefully followed through Italy to Paris, but Formosanto 

is totally neglected by tho author until sho reappears, also in Paris. 

Yot she has no means whatever of knowing that Amazan is in Franco at 

all, much loss in Paris, unless sho had followed Amazan as before. 

Nothing is said about any further travels, so it must be concluded 

that Voltaire intended Amazan to go on alono. Tho reason becomes a 

little clearer when it is soon exactly what Voltaire wished to bring 

before tho reader's critical eyos in Venice and in Homo! tho public 

prostitutes and the cardinals with homosexual tendencies.

As well as being more practical to take Amazan by himself, 

there is also a litorary reason which again demonstrates Voltaire's 

ability in construction. At this particular stage in tho story, tho 

author is preparing the climax, which is precisely tho surprise 

diBcovory of Amazan in tho arms of tho "fille d'affairo". fhls
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element of surprise would be reduced if Voltaire had not manage to 

lose Formosante during her Navels in order to make her reappear 

at the crucial moment,

The second use of the voyage form for the pM.1nsophi f**!  

writer is as the most appropriate and exact image of human lif^ 

Existence seen as a journey is an old technique found throughput 

literature and it is understandable that Voltaire should have found 

it so attractive, The fluctuations of chance which accompany the 

travellers illustrate perfectly the changes of fortune found in life, 
McGhee ^^^^ng the structural plan of the contes^ puts La Prine esse 

de Babylone in the ’’vacillating fortune” type, as opposed to the 

"direct plan” to which Mieromegae, yingem, Le Taureau blanc end 

l1 Histoire de Jenni belong, Both Zadig and Candide are in the same 

category as La Princesse de Babylone and both have a similar pattern, 

consisting of a long Journey, a search and a final reconciliation,

The parable of human existence is possibly more apparent in Candide 

than in La Princesse de Babylone, but the underlying purpose is the 

same in both, Whereas the "vacillating fortune" in Candide stems 

from the various events which take place, in La Princesse de Babylone 

it comes rather from a fluctuation of emotions in Amazan and 

Formosante, as well as from the inevitable divisions caused by the 

vnrjmis stages of pursuit, The continual hope of finding Amazan, 

succeeded by the same strong disappointment, carries the narrative 

along the already advancing path, In this way the structural style

^Ibid^
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of ths work is a Buceessfui reflection of a phiiosophicai attituds 

afld plays its part In ths expres6ion of a commsntary made on human 

iifs* Ths fuii 8ignificance of thia comms^ary will bs discusssd in 

chapter thrss of this study*

With the events of ths atory so closely linked to ths more 

serious purpose behind the work, it is clear that Voltaire was 

obliged to find the medium which would allow him to intertwine the 

plot with ths philosophical content*  It will be seen in ths next 

chapter that ths philosophical content, although less apparent in 

ths first part of ths story, that is until the departure of Formosants 

for China, is nevertheless present and of considerable importance*  In 

the second part of the work, as the didactic purpose rises to ths 

surface, Voltaire never allows it to obscure ths narrative which runs 

like a delicate thread through a mass of coarser material*

Ths amount of direct comment on particular countries during 

ths last thirty pages of the sixty page conte is very slight and is 

varied enough to keep ths pace alive and moving*  The way that Voltaire 

achieves this is a good illustration of his skill as a narrator*

The most direct method is to involve ths characters in each of 

the situations that occur, and to link this involvement in some way 

with the intrigue*  Thus Voltaire introduces ths thems of fidelity, 

placing Amazon in continually renewed situations where ths temptations 

of love ars offered him*  This is perhaps little more than ths ’’serial 

story" technique, which consists primarily of recreating a suspense, 

which provokss a rise and fa11 of emotion in ths rsader*

This alone, however, would not be enough, so Voltaire has
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the ph°enVx wh° enter' up°n 1 l°ng ^nvcr'atio1 with the ”'eigniur 

iVm®erVcn * , that in 3iindVnavia and Poland Vt V' Amazan wh° 

wVt^ees1s the poliiicll trend'. ThuB, although travellVng 'cpar- 

ltely , they 1X1 lin&ed togeih0r| as far aa thc oteervatton' irg 

^^1x11^ "Ils traver'lsent iVnsV touts la Germanic; Vla 

^nirere^ le' progr1' que li riVson et la fefaiV^

dana le Nord," (p. 379) In Hollind theVr experVcniee ire onic m°rc 

apart and, until the two arc found together again Vn ParVa, thc 

rcst °f thc journey V' portriyed through. thc cycs of Amizin, But at

thc sine time thc pri'ind of thc author, from thia moment, begins 

to make itself felt Vn thc quietest possible way. Hc mentions him

self as the translator of "ccs mlmoiree” (p. 381) and, at thc end 

of thc English episode, Vt ia thc author who, iommentVng on thc 

niirnese of thc two ahVpa, says: "Ah, s’ila l’aviVcnt aul MaVs 

l’implrVeuee destVnlc nc lc permit pis." (p. 386)

In PirVe thc author again intc^ed' a brief remark on the 

situation at hand: "Quel exeraple dc la faVblcsse humaVncV (p. 394) 

In this way Voltaire maintains an illusion of variety, whVih Vn a 

phVlosophiiil ^10^1^1^ Va, to say the lciat, unexpeited, but whVih 

fits thc baeii mood of thc narrative ao well that the whole becomcs 

a single unity.

Thc importinii of the dimax Vn thc ^^18 has already been 
mMtVon^ briefly1 and some m°rc eh°uld bc saVd ibout Vt' pOsViVon Vn 

xSupr1, p. 41.
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La Princesse de Baby^ne. and ite relation to the conc1usion. In 

this storyt as in Can didet the final. c^max is reached when the two 

main characters meet. The suspense seems resolved, although Voltaire 

has in fact p1ayed a s1ight confidence trick. The cHmax turns out 

to be a1so a heightening of suspense, as the chase is renewed, 

leading to the secondary climax, which consists of the rescue of 

Formosante in Spain. The secondary climax allows Voltaire to return 

to the fairy-tale style, and thus to round off the Btory in the most 

satisfactory manner. Conscious that, if prolonged any further, the 

conte would become tedious, Voltaire has chosen to conclude with 

almost a literary shrug of the shoulders. There is a feeling that 

the author has finally become a little weary of telling his story 

and wants to finish it as quickly as possible. The events which took 

place are, he says, commonplace and known by everybody: "(Cuacun sait 

comment le roi d’Ethiopie devint amoureux de la belle Formosante... 

on se souvient qu’Amazan... on n’ignore pas qu’Amazan... Ces prodiges 

ne sont-ils pas ecrits dans le livre des chroniques d’Egypte?" (pp. 404-5)

All this is very flattering for the reader who feels himself 

standing on the same level as Voltaire, looking over his shoulder at 

the story that has just been told. This lulls the reader into a 

ennn.ivi ng unawareness, helping him to accept without too much question, 

all that the writer has chosen to include of a philosophical nature. 

Benac hys something similar in mind when he says:

"Voltaire semble avoir renonce M la puissance suggestive 
du conte pour augmenter son potential d'idees que 
l’irrealite flagrante du recit fait eclater avec tant de
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force que avons Vtapreasion d'etre toujours face .
a face avec 1'auteur.” *

Yet the ^LLng is stronger than thfs, and the reader, because of the 

attitude adopted by V°itaire towards his cha^acte^8t f^^ 

himself practically in league with him.

The last two pages of the text are added rather as an 

appendix, and are principally devoted to an expression of hope for the 

future of Lafrince88e_de_JBaby<ione1 and to a series of attacks on 

Voltaire's favourite enemies in the literary field. This small 

addition has practically no relation to the text itself and can be 

considered irrelevant to a discussion of the form of the conte. as far 

as the style and general shape are concerned.

In La Princesse de Babylone Voltaire^ use of language and 

his general literary technique reflect the philosophical purpose which 

underlies the work. This is exactly what is meant by a successful 

style in any given author: a style conspicuous, not by its absence, 

but by its apparent absence. That which seems at first relatively 

simple and straightforward, shows itself, upon analysis, to be complex 

and particular.

The vocabulary used in La irincesse de Babylone. like most 

of the ideas, can be found in earlier works. Voltaire shows himself 

eager to use correct, or what was conventionally thought to be correct 

vocabulary, in an attempt to convince the reader that what is being 

said is the truth. This also comes from the eighteenth century

Boman8 et ^nte^ (ed. H. Benac),1Pari8: Qar^r,
I960, p. vi.
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encyclopaedic spirit, with its thirst for knowledge, and consequently 

a desire for exactitude.

The Orient that Voltaire describes is not a de&ert land f 

heat and drynese, but one of splendour and plenty. Pomeau comparing 

the Orient pictured in Le Taureau blanc with that of La Princesse de 

Babylone, has this to say:

Cet Orient ne brille pas d'un coloris aussi vif 
que celui de la Princesse de Babylone. ou parfois _ 
s,annonpaient les tons ardents de Snlammbo.H

The opening description of the palace of Belus, whatever its 

exaggerations, transports the reader immediately into the heart of the 

fairy-tale East, which is already to be found in the Arabian Nights. 

Voltaire combines, however, a picture of the Orient with one of 

antiquity. His purpose in selecting an antique and oriental setting 

is certainly an attempt to lend philosophic depth to the whole. The 

entire question of irony throughout La Princesse de Babylone will be 

discussed later, but it will suffice for now to indicate the ways in 

which Voltaire has achieved this position.

As in Zadig. the use of a vocabulary which is traditionally 

associated with the Orient, gives an authentic, if not accurate, touch 

to the work. The exotic plant descriptions of the opening paragraph 

are sufficient to convince the average reader that he is being taken 

into a genuinely eastern world:

".,,sur cette terre on avait eleve des forets 
d’oliviers d'orangers, de citronniers, de palmiers, 

vcO.taire, Le Taureau blanc. (ed. R. Pomeau), pari.s: Nixe^ 
1956, p. lxvii.
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de gsrofiiers, de,cocotiers, ds cansiiiers, qui 
formalent dss alisss impsnstrablss aux rayons ds 
solsil*"  (p*  343)

However real or accurate all this may bs, ths exaggerated flood of 

colourful language fits ths general scheme of over-emphasis, 

particularly at the beginning of the conte* Apart from ths humour 

which comes from such a handling of vocabulary, it also serves to 

ensure that the reader enters into ths spirit of ths pseudo

oriental tale, while not allowing him to bs carried so far that hs 

ignores ths mors serious aspects of ths content*

The humour increases with ths descriptions of ths arrival 

of ths three monarchs: ths king of Egypt riding ths "boeuf Apis" 

and offering to Formosante ’’les dsux plus beaux crocodiles du Nils, 

dsux hippopotamss, deux Eebrss, deux rats d’Egypte, st dsux monies", 

ths king of India presenting one hundred elephants, and ths king of 

Scythia giving ons hundred war-horses covered with black-fox skins*  

There is in this an almost Rabelaisian delight in invention and in 

imagination let loose*

Throughout ths first half of tais, ths writer’s inventive

ness contrives to pour into the story ail the elements of an amusing 

and exciting adventure from ths East*  The talk of unicorns and 

griffins adds a whimsical excitement, and for good measure ths 

phoenix is introducsd*  The phoenix tradition runs through mythology, 

although it seems possible that d»Harbalot•a BiblithSqus orientals may 

wsii have inspired Voltaire in this direction*  Under ths article 

Smorg there is ths following description:
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"Ce mot signifie proprement cet Oiseau
fabuleux, que nous appetans Gryphon & qui nous 
est venu de l'Orient,"

Thia, and a ^M1^ rnention under Anka, possibly li^ behind toth 

the phoenix and the griffin episodes in La P'r^cesse de Baby1one« 

It is particularly in the saal1, apparently un^^^ary, 

details that Vo1taire in such a way as to create a rich and

conplete picture, The exactitude of the phoenix' aget "Vingt-sept 

ni 1ie neuf cent ans et six n°is" or the fact it speak8 "il pur 

chaldeen", the fact that the phoenix not only knows two friendly 

griffins who live in "1*  Arable Heureuse", but that he will write to 

them "par la posts aux pigeons" (p, 367), the knowledge that the 

four thousand mandarins each present Formosante with a message of 

welcome, written on "une feuille de sole pourpre" (p, 372), all these 

pieces of information add nothing to the development of the narra

tive, but are at the basis of the mood created throughout, They are 

all part of the sugar-coating around the philosophical pill being 

offered by Voltaire,

The carefully worked out time schedule of the early part of 
the story has already been extadine^but there is yet another 

dimension which Voltaire has taken to objectivize the conte, and also 

to add to the whimsical interest, This he has done by setting the 

story at a point in ancient history and by then making references 

to events in more recent history, thus again lending a tone of 

authenticity to the narrative, Voltaire tells about "les Jardins de

^Supra p. 39*
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Se®c^imis, qui et°eeereet VAsie plusieurs siecles apres" (p. 

or describes "cette partie du monde qu'on nonuse Europe." (p. 351) 

The T^°Jin war is meetc°eed in the f°ll°w1ng term8 as a point of 

c°mpiris°n vith the war ib°ut to take place around Babyl°e:

"On sent bien que la^guerre de Troie, qui etonna 
le monde quelques siecles apres, n'etait qu'un 
jeu d’enfants er. comparison." (p, 363)

I^ tiis way the vriter hides bei1ed is style in such a manner that, 

when the time comes to make criticisms of contemporary institutions, 

he can do so with comparative impueity. It will be seen that when 

Voltaire comments on the various countries visited by Amazan and 

Formosante the time unity is not respected. The ruler seen in China 

is identified as Yung-cheng who was emperor from 1723 to 1736, 

whereas the monarchs visited in Europe are all contemporaries of 

Voltaire. It is therefore important that the time references in the 

early part of the story be inexact and vague enough to permit the 

same juggling with history as the same lack of particularity allows 

with the geography. Only in a fairy-tale narrative, or one of 

supernatural order such as Le Diable boiteux, can the author permit 

himself such liberties of movement, and at the same time success

fully create a convincing literary unity.

The proper names that Voltaire has adopted are worth some 

commentary. Neither A^azan nor F°rmo6iete appear to be particularly 

oriental names, and it seems that Voltaire has made no attempt at 

authenticity in this direction, although for the eighteenth century 

they would have had quite an exotic ring. Certainly the text is full
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of g1iuVne riferenies to peo^pl<sv gods and books bel°nging th1

^'^ 'uih a' ApVa, VeVdia ind Xaia( a' well as thc p1ici nasc' ind 

the general dVriitVon taken. The return to Babylon from Egypt 

f°ll°ws a regulir rouie| ilth°ugh thc names were ilre^ ant^ratad 

Vn V^fealre*8 tVme| HeliopolVS| Arsinoi, ^tr^ Artemiic,

Sora ind Apamec: all thesi Voltaire has put Vn, largely with the 

eamc gusto that hid aiiompanVed thc iamie of ao many cxotii plant' 

aid tries earlier. It reminds one of piaeigee from Candide suih aa 

the desiription gVvcn by Caoimbo of hVs journcya:

”Ce pirate ne nous a-t-Vl pis minis au cip dc Matipan, 
a Milo, a Nicari•| a SaEoa, a Petra, aux Dardanelles, 
a Marmora, l Soutari.” (bS^ic, p. 212)

Thc ieihnVcal value is nil, but as an artis^i style Vt Vs i°n- 

viniVng and amusing.

The name Amazan bears some rc'emblance| aa has bccn pointed 

out, to thc name of thi hiro of thc ionti en vers, Azolan. But Vt 

Va a name whiih scems to hive appealed to Voltaire, perhaps for no 

other riaeon than the sound. In Li Tiureau blini thc king1' name Vs 

AmaaVe while his daughter ia ialled Amaeide. Without 811^^^ too 

far thiri iin be found Azori in ZidVg together with a iharaiter 

ialled ArVmazc, while Amabed gVvea hVa name to thc group of psiudo- 

orVintil letters.

VormoBante scems modelled on some of thc proper names of thc 

Orlando furioso. Lcgros points out that the following names appear 

Vn ArVosto’a work: Agrlmanie| Sacriplnie| Brldlmlnie| AquVlinte,

FulvVrante aid Lamirinte. This suggests that Voltaire haa adopted 
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this pattern of using a classical Latin base meaning "beautiful”, 

with a modern Italian suffix.

For the various countries descr^edl, Voltaire goes to even 

greater lengths to emphasize the authenticity of his narrative, 

generally by the means of straightforward description and the 

inclusion of accurate proper names, as already mentioned.

Usually Voltaire keeps close to the conventional as far as 

these descriptions are concerned, although for the twentieth century 

critic there is no means of estimating how much of what Voltaire says 

was already convention at that time, or how much Voltaire contributed 

to the establishment of that convention. The description of the 

Chinese mandarins must have been quite recognizable at the time, as 

must have been the comment on the Dutch women: ”si froides qu'aucune 

ne lui fit d’avances comme on lui en avait fait partout ailleurs.” 

(p. 380) The satirical picture of milord What-then was certainly 

famj1iar enough to Voltaire’s contemporaries and the snatches of 

English: "How dye do” and ’’roast-beef” (p. 382) together with the 

meal of "poudings” (p. 383) are sources of amusement to the Frenchman 

of today, just as in the eighteenth century.

Similarly in Italy, the picture of the castrati and the 

morals of the cardinals, plus some more snatches of the native 

tongue: "San Meirtino, che bel ragazzo.’ San Pantsratto, che bel 

fanciull°." (p. 389)» quickly offer a typical impression of the 

place.
There are two reasons for suggesting that Voltaire’s picture
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of the vari°u8 cou.ntries conventional rather than n|w

the first is that in n|arly every case he is ra^rting things that 

he has read or at least has incorp°rated into his own

earlier works; and the second is that if it is to be fully effective 

as satire the reader must be able to recognize a large proportion 

of what is being 8aid, and to identify -it with his own views on the 

matter.

Without making a complete analysis of the vocabulary it is 

not possible to make any sharp division between the concrete and 

abstract nouns used by Voltaire. What can be said is that in La 

Princesse de Babylone there is a predominance of both concrete 

nouns and descriptive adjectives. This is to be expected in the 

first half of the narrative and, for the sake of unity, should be 

expected to continue, at least partially, in the second half. 

Generally Voltaire has used concrete vocabulary in direct satire 

and more abstract vocabulary when he is offering praise of some 

particular virtue. The following two passages illustrate this 

variety of technique: the first attacking the ceremonial foolish

ness of the Roman Catholic church:

"Lorsqu'on eut bien chante, le Vieux des sept montagnes 
alia en grand cortige a la porte du temple;,^ coupa l’air 
en quatre avec le pouce eleve, deux doigts etendus et deux 
autres plies, en disant ces mots dans une langue qu’on ne 
parlait plus: A le ville et a l’univers. Le Gangaride 
ne pouvait comprendre que deux doigts pussent atteindre si 
il.oin.” (p. 388)

The second is Voltaire's comment on some of the political methods of 

the Scandinavian countries:
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"I ci la royaute et la liberte aubaiataient ensemble 
par un accord qui parait impoaaible dana d*autrea 
Etata? lea apriculteura avaient part a la le^lsiticm, 
auaai bien que lea granda du royaumej et un Jeune 
prince donnalt lea ^lua grandea eaperancea d*etre 
digne de commander a une nation libre.” (p. 378)

V^taire's uae of direC and indirect ape«ch in La rrinceaae de 

Babylone ia conaiderable. The direct form particularly haa been 

uaed in all the contea. aa well aa in a number of ph’tlo«npMcal 

dialoguea( auch as the article Fraude and the varioua Catechiamea 

in the Dictionnaire rhiloaophique» Thia aervea a number of purpoaea, 

both literary and philoaophical. From the literary point of view, 

directly reported apeech makea for a clear and lively atyle, in 

which all unneceaaary conjunctiona and paraphraaea are eliminated. 

Thia helpa the philoaophical purpoae, for not only ia the argument 

clearly and auccinctly atated, but alao both aidea of the queation 

can apparently be expreaaed. There ia a certain authenticity in 

direct apeech, which ia lacking in other forma of narrative, even 

when the background ia a fairy-tale.

All thia ia linked with the conte form in which a number of 

eaaentiala muat be found. The firat of thesis, without which it 

would be incorrect to call the form a conte. ia an awareneaa of the 

author'a presence throughout. Thia haa already been noticed when 
the variety of the philoaophical commentary waa diacuMe^1 but by 

examining the text more cloaely it will be aeen that the author haa 

aubtly Introduced himaelf to the reader from the very beginning.

3S^pra, p.
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This is achieved partly by the nature of the story, for a third 

person is inevitably required in the case of events which are 

supposed to have taken place both in distant time and space, but 

Voltaire also takes care to involve himself and the reader in the 

action. After a brief description of Belue, there is a comment 

on his belief that he was "le premier homme de la terre." (p. 3^3) 

The comment, which is: "ce qui pouvait excuser en lui ce ridi— 

cule,.." (p. 3^5)» is a piece of gentle irony, the source of which 

can only be the writer. The next sentence begins: "On salt 

que..." which, like the "chacun salt comment.. ." of the end of the 

story, immediately gives a feeling of almost confidential com

plicity to the reader. This almost unnoticeable involvement is 

heightened on the following page by an exclamation again uttered 

by the author: "Quelle difference, o ciel! de l’original aux 

copies! " (p. 344). It is interesting that in the later Paris 

edition of 156 pages there occurs at this point a variation, which 

shows even more clearly how Voltaire is taking trouble to keep 

his presence constantly known. The edition at this point reads: 

"...et celle que le fameux Medicis acquit a tant de frais pour 

orner son palais. Mais quelle difference, o Ciel! des copies que 

l’Eurone a vues a l'original que possedait Belus!" Once more there 

is a depth of irony which will later allow the almost unnoticeable 

iMtroaion of p-hilosophy into a seemingly straightforward fairy— 

tale.
Even in the middle of the "exciting" description of the combat
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with the 1ion, Vo1taire ca^not re8i8t a remark whlch by its lncon- 

gruity the sltuatlon humorous a^ by its reference to a

contemporary custom, maintains the total effect of irony:

"Le Jeune inconnu, touche du peril d’un si brave 
prince, se Jette dans 1*arene  plus prompt qu’un 
eclair*; il coupe la tete du lion avec la m^e 
dexterite qu’on a vu depuis dans nos carrousels 
de Jeunes chevaliers adroits enlever des tetes de 
maures ou des bagues," (p, 3^9)

The passage Just quoted indicates the tone of the whole conte, for 

there is throughout the feeling that Voltaire wrote an oriental tale 

very much with his tongue in his cheek, It might be going too far 

to call La Princesse de Babylone a satire of the oriental tale or of 

the Arabian Nights, but at no point in the early pert is there any 

attempt to be genuinely serious, It is worth looking at a few of the 

devices used by Voltaire to create a humorous effect in the conte, 

and particularly in the first half, for it is by this means that the 

mood of irony can subsist, enabling the author to catch the reader 

unawares with his undercurrents of serious thought, This does not 

imply that the oriental and other influences are not therefore 

equally applicable, nor that the story could not be enJoyed in a 

more serious, if more naive, vein, but it does demonstrate that 

Voltaire has taken a genre which was in vogue at that particular time, 

using it in his own way for his own purpose,

The most immediately obvious way of creating a humorous 

effect is by the use of overstatement, The entire opening section is 

devoted to this, although other examples can be found later in the 

text, Here is the description of the refreshment arrangements made 
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for the comfort of the spectators at the combats:

'^^d^ qu’on preparait ces b^^a^es ehreuves, vingt 
mille pages et vingt mille jeunes filles distribuaient 
sies confus1°n des rifricchissemeets aux 6pectateu^s 
entre les range des sieges." (p. 345)

All this is for an amphitheatre "qui pouvait contenir cinq cent mille 

spectateurs", while the Encyclopaedia Britannica gives the Colosseum 

as the largest known amphitheatre of the ancient world, and that 

capable of holding only 50,000, a mere tenth of the one in Babylon.

This form of exaggeration is complemented by another which

is mock-heroic in nature. Here is the description of the king of

Scythia, about to engage in combat with the lion:

"Sa rare valeur ne lui permit pas seulement de se servir 
du secours de son tigre. Il advance seuh, legcrement 
arme, couvert d'un casque d’acier garni d’or, ombrage de 
trois queues de cheval blanches comme la neige." (p. 369)

There is something very quixotic about the nobility that Voltaire

describes, and it fits perfectly the mood of exaggeration which has 

been created by the picture of the court, the amphitheatre, the 

people and the difficulty of the feats that must be performed.

This technique of overstatement and mock-heroics persists until the 

end of the story when Amizae prepares to rescue Formosante from the

Inquisition:

"11 s’arme d’une cuirasse d’acier dami8quieee d’or, 
d’une lance de douze pieds, de deux javelots, et d’une 
epee tranchiete, appelee la fulminante, qui pouvait 
fendre d’un seuh coup des arbres, des rochers et des 
drupes." (p. 399)

In this last quotation there are two further devices employed 

by to obtain a humor°us effect: the first is that wi1ci has
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been noted in the 1ist of proper ^me^ the excessive usa 

of ^tai^ which adds noting as far as know^^e of events or action 

1b It is estonishing that Voltaic finds the space to add

minute detai1s such es ’Marasqu^e d’or" in a taxt which ba^ty 

occupied sixty pages. The second device is thet of in^^i^H;^ 

which is linked with and anHclimax. By plying the

word ” ^^^b” at the end of the wntenw Voltaire acWeves a doub1e 

by ^^^ng ,,druideB” with trees and rocks, the ruction is 

a humorous one, and at the seme time a tone of seriousness is 

sounded as the reader realizes more vividly that something important 

is also implied. The name of the sword is probably another reflec

tion of the Orlando furioso, both by its form, and by the fact that 

the sword is given a name et all.

Understatement, although less frequently used, is just as 

much a source of humour as overstatement or exaggeration. In the 

description of Amazon’s tribulations et Rome there is an example of 

both devices, each gaining in effect from its proximity to the other: 

”11 fut courtise le .reste de la journee par les seigneurs 
les plus importants de la ville: ils lui firent des pro
positions encore plus etrangeB que celle de beiser les 
pieds du Vieux des sept montagnes. Cooiae il eteit 
extramement poll, il crut d'abord que ces messieurs le 
prenaient pour une dame, et les avertit de leur meprise , 
avec l’honnetete la plus circonspacte. MaiBj etent^presse 
un peu vivement oar deux ou trois des plus determines 
violets, il les jeta par les fenetres, sens croire faire 
un grand Bacrifice a 1a be11e (p. 390)

In the satirical picture of the Englishman the technique of

^Supra, p. 52.
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un^^^^m1^ reiihes the ab'urd| thus ^d^linV^ in the 'tyli 

thc p°int being mide 18 an Vdcs. Thi iatV°nal tendency t° bc

reserved and unexiVtibli is thus made even clearer:

"Dlls l,*exiie di ea doul.eur| ellc laV8si traVner la 
littre d’Amazanj milord Qu’importi la*lut le lendemiVn 
matVn« ’V^1^ d^t-Vl in levant les cpaulis( dc bien 
plitie niiiaeries1; ct Vl alia chiaaer au rinird ivec 
quilquee Vvrognie du voieinagi." (p. 386)

Also in the episode with rllord What-then can be found a 

device which is similar in nature to the straightforward over- 

statsmint: thia ia thc use of repetition for coilic effect. Thc 

Englishman's traditional lack of conversation is Vn this way again 

reflected Vn thc style:

"Aprea un quirt d'heurc de 'Vlcics, il rcgarda un
moment Amazm, ct luV dVt: How dye do; a la lcttrcJ
comment faltiB-voua fairs?”

ThVa Va repeated a few lVnce further on:

"Il fut incori un ^uart d'hcure eans parlor; aprea 
quoV Vl redemindi a son compignon comment il fiVeiit 
fairs et 'V on mangeiVt du bon roiat-beif dins le 
die Giigiridee." (p. 382)

Voltaire shows himself to be particularly fond of creating 

a humorous effect in thc final part of a statement. This he docs 

cither Vn thc form of an anticlimax or as a concluding remark which 

Va ii a serVoua vcVn and which pointe to the rVdVculoueneee of whit 

haa gone before. In the following piesagc Voltaire dials a blow at 

ovcr—optVmVs^l, by a fVnal| brieft yet effKUv1, 'ta^ntent;

"Tout le monde avouait quc les dVeux n'avaVent ctablV 
lee roie quc pour donner t°us les joura dca fctes, pourvu 
qu’cllee fuescnt diversifiCcs; quc la vVc cst trop courts 
pour cn u'er lutoirni^; que l1' procesl le' intrigucs| la 
gucrre, lcs disputes dcs pritriB, quV consument la vVe
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humaine, sont de3 choses absurdes et h°rribies; que 
l,homme n'est n| que pour la Joi.e; qu’ll n’airnerait 
pas p^stonement et con^nu^^n^nt
s Ll n’etait pas forme pour eux; que 11 essra^ de 
la nature humaine est de se r^ovJ-r, et que tout 
le ra^ e8tfoiie. Cette exce^ente moral1 n*a  
jamais ete de»entie que par tos faits.” (p. 3^6)

Here the t^toiqu1 is ev|n more subtle, for couched in the midd^

of these things which have been disproved by nothing but erperience, 

there is a typically Voltairian statement which remains undeniably 

true« "que les proces, les intrigues, la guerre, les disputes des
Apretres, qui const-sent la vie humaine, sont des choses absurdes et

horribles.” By weaving that which is undeniably true into that 

which is undeniably false Voltaire uses a double negative device, 

which is then reinforced by the ”n’a jamais... que" of the final 

sentence.

In addition to the above devices of humour there are other

more obvious ones, such as straightforward punning:

”La dame d'honneur, se melant de la conversation, 
dit que tree souvent ce rnot de berger etait applique 
aux rois; qu*on  les appelait bergers, pares qu’ils 
tondent de fort pris leur troupeau.” (p. 352)

Sometimes it is a dry, almost sarcastic, comment such as that made 

on the king of Egypt's ability to shoot a bow and arrow:
% *”Quand il tirait au blanc, la place ou l'on etait 

le plus en 8urete etait le but ou U visait.” (p. 361)

There is, too, the almost unnoticed co ■ ament which implies so much 

more than it expresses: an example of what might be termed sugges

tive irony. This is how Voltaire describes the saint at the shrine 

of Ba^orsh who is modelled Pri^ueu



62

"Is aaint a qui. cs tsmpls avait etc dedie stait a 
?eu pres daas le gout ds cslui qu’on adora dspuis 
a I^rn^aqu^ Non ii procurait dss
aux filies, m&is il tenait*lisu souvsnt to marl*  
C’etait le saint ls plus fets de toute l'A^*"  (p*

Enough sxampies have bssn taksn to ill^trato V^aire^ 

method, ato to show tow much of Ia Prin^w to Btoyto^ is to bs 

read at a level abovs facs value*  Ths d^tin^i™ between irony 

and humour is at bsst a very fine ons, and in ths cass of V^airo 

ths two aro pra^toa^y equtvatonto This parttoui^ tons of

runs through ths rontes, and is a further tomon^roti^ of 

the destructive pross which belonged to the eighteenth century*  For 

ths Philosophs eager to spread his propaganda ths conte emerges as 

ths most efficient and acceptable form*  Irony is ths only literary 

technique in which the twin purposes "amuser et instruire" fully 

combine, for irony, by its very nature, amuses, and at ths same time 

it forces the reader into an alertness which leaves him the choice of 

accepting or questioning that which is before him*  Irony, it may bs 

said, is ths style proper to polemical writing, and Voltaire uses it 

to its fullest extent*  The whole work from beginning to end is 

written in this ironical tons and to follow Wade’s pattern of 
erittce8m,m one might call Ia Princesse ds Babylons "a study in ths 

fusion of irony, fairy-tais and philosophy*"

To conclude, a word should bs said on ths art of characteri

zation in Ia Princesse ds Babylons* As in ths other contes, with 

perhaps ths exception of Vlngsnu, there is no development of 

characters at ail, and throughout they appear very static*  Ths past-

Xi* 0*  Wato, Voltaire’s tMieromagasl, F’ri.ncetons ^vsrsity
Press, 1950*
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definite» which is genera11y used as the narrative tense in the 

conte8, teads to make the characters seem very puppet-1ike, and H 

is to see then used by the author for anything but the

exp^e8sion of La rrlncesse de Baby1one ^rtainly has

something to say about human Saviour, but this is said <n way8 

o'ther than through the examp1es offered by the hero °r heroine, 

within the context of the narrative, In a ^n^ Vo1taire is 

f°l1owing the fairy-tale traditlon, for the ^arac^rs are sketched 

in the ^g^^t way posslble, and once again he has been ab1e to 

turn this to his advantage in a philosophical work, As Hugo 

Frlederich says commenting on Candidei

"Voltaire ne cherche pas a dlsslmuler leur invraisemblance 
[des pcrsonnagesJy I1 1’exploits pour accuser le charactere 
de conte de fees qu’ll veut donner a son recit, pour en 
attlser la maalce-qui au contraire de 1’humour s'allie 
tout naturellement a 1 'tavraiseimblajnce-et pour rendre plus 
saislssant le contrasts des tons et des mechants, des habiles 
et (cs sot8, des cynlques et des nalfs."

This accounts, in part, for the exceptional nature of Amazon's 

character as well as that of Formosante, They, Just as much as the 

minor characters, are recognizable as little more than a union of one 

or two moral attributes which are at play in the world of the author’s 

pen, The one exception in La Princesse de Babylone is milord 

'What-then, whom Voltaire has obviously taken a delight in painting as 

close to the original as possible, even if he is at the same time 

extremely stereotyped,

1H. Friederich, "Candide", La Table Kondet Vol. 122 (1958) 
109-115.
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From what has been said about tho style and form of I 

Princesso do Babylono thoro has emerged a conception of a oonto 

composed in tho traditional Voltairian maiior, but with a number of 

individual traits. The extent to which irony aid humour have bool 

used, has boon even more heightened, because tho work ii itsolf has 

brought together so many of the traditional goiros. That it is lot 

a deliberate satire on those genres is probable although, while 

achieving so much else, there is all the time more than a suspicion 

of deliberate litorary satire. The eighteenth ooitury with its 

solf-awaronossos was, boforo everything else, a Century of deop 

sophistication. This is particularly so in tho second half of tho 

period aid, for tho most oolf-aware writer of the time to produce a 

work suoh as La. Pr^cesso do Ba^.oio ii 1768, he must havo sooi i.t 

as a most valuable form to uso. How valuable will be shown 11 tho 

final chapter of this study, which will bo ai appraisal of tho 

philosophical oontoit of the story.
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IV

THE PHILOSOPHY

As in Candids, ths philosophical content of La Princesse ds 

Babylons can be taken on a number of levels* For ths purpose of 

this study the philosophy will Be looked at in four sections: the 

individual* which will consist of Voltaire's remarks concerning 

particular people or places with little reference to a general 

application; the universal, summarizing the ideas which concern 

humanity in the broadest sense; the Bocial, which will study the 

comments made by Voltaire on man's institutions and, in particular, 

on religion; the political, which will treat the descriptions of the 

various countries and the forms of government found there. In a 

sense such divisions are arbitrary, for in practically every case 

the ideas overlap and frequently Voltaire has concealed a secondary 

subject within the first.

1

The Individual

The opening passages of La Princesse de babylone are designed 

to make an impression of exaggeration and magnificence, setting the 

atmosphere of the crate. However, to understand the situation, the 

reader must know the significance of Babylon for Voltaire. In the 

correspondence of 1767 there occur a number of references to Babylon, 
th the meaning of which is quite clear• In a letter written on the 9 

January, 1767, to the Due de Choiseul, during the period of the 

Geneva blockade, Voltaire says:
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nous pauvres pereans, parce que nous sornrnes 
votrs peuplet nous ne pouvons ni avoir a manger, ni 
recevoir nos lettres de,Babilone, ni envoyer nos 
esclaves chercher une medicine chez les apoticaires 
de Scithopolis." (Best. 12930)

In addition to teis, Voltaire frequently refers to tee maruuis de 

Florian as ”Mon cher grand Ecuier de Babilone ...” (Best. 12950 & 

13171) and in a letter to the comte d'Argentm^., also written in 

January, he tegins: ”Ce b°n vie;Lllard vous tend tes bras de Scithie

aux ours de Babilone.” (Beat. 12927) The implications are quite 

clear, and there is no reason to believe that less than a year later 

Voltaire’s mood should have worked on a different pattern. Babylon 

is Paris and, because the inhabitants of Ferney are French, they are 

unable to reach Geneva, here called Scithopolis. Price, attempting 

to clarify the symbolism of Zadig, claims that BabhIon represents 

one of four possibilities or a combination of them all: the Babylon 

of the ancient Chaldeans, the Egyptian Babylon, the Babylon of t h e 
Mohammedan califs: Bagdad, or the Babyten of Saint feter: Some.1

Whatever justification there may be for any of these symbolic 

explanations, Babylon remains before everything else, if it is to be 

taken as a symbol at all, a picture of Paris. This would be con

fusing if taken too far, for Amazan and Formosante eventually reach 

Paris itself, having set out from Babylon. The opening description 

leaves little doubt about the identity both of Babylon and the palace 

of Bolust which, much as Versailles, is situated not far from the 

town:

^Ibid., p. 87.
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”C1 salt quo Bo1 pala1s ot soi paro ^t^ a 
quelquos parasaigos do Babylono, e,Oto1daio1t 
oitrs l'Euphrato et,le Tigre, qui baignaiont 
cos rivagos onohaitOs." (p. 343)

a11 th1s is orit1cism of tho u11eccoBBary■ and oxaggorated splondour 

of the oourt 11 Fra1ce, as we11 as haviig a widor whioh

will bo soon in the next section.

Of the llfo 11 Babylon there is lot a great deal said, aid 

most of Voltaire's comments oi France are reserved for Amaziai’s 

visit to Paris. There aro, howov • r, a fow minor points worth 

noting. Oio of those is tho scientific development, which has 

oortaiily some reference to contemporary advances, although Voltaire's 

admiration for tho Babylonian's knowledge of astronomy was consider

able*  Ho talks of "vos Babyloiiois, qui so vaiteit d’avoir observe 

los astros pendant quatro oont tronto mills an1eoB*"  (p. 385) 

Earlier Voltairo describes what is, in offset, a very sophisticated 

planetarium:

"Au milieu dos jardiis, ontre doux cascades, s’olovait 
ui saloi ovalo do trois eoit plods de diamotro, doit 
la vouto d’azur somoe d'Otollos d'or re^rosontait 
toutos los constellations avee les ^laiotos, chaeuio 
a lour vOrltable place, et eotto vouto touriait aiisi 
quo lo eiol, par dos machines aussi invisibles quo lo 
soit eellos qui d1rigoit los m°uvemo1tB coloBtoB*"  (p. 354) 

Voltairo here shows a groat deal of foresight, slieo tho first auto- 

rnatl0 plaiotar1um of th1s typo w3s> not built unt11 1913, when Zeiss 

developed one li Germany.

Tho brief mention of "la petite revolution du eiol quo vos 

rnagos appolla1t la prOooBB1o1 dos equ11°xes" (p. 357) had beo1 

stud1od by N^to1 a1d had alroady boei praisod by Voltairo more tha1 
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thirty years before in the L|ttree pkQoa^hi^18.1 It had also been 

the subject of a more recent work by d'Alembert; Reeherehes sur 

differents points importants du system8 du monde (175U-56).

■vo°t^aLre, L^ttr^ ^losophinues. (ed. F. A. Tay^r^ 
Oxford^ Biackwell, 1961» p. 67«

2For s°urees of general informatton see the Eneyei°paedia
Britannica or the book or article listed in the bibliography
appropriate to the particular country.

Among other contemporary allusions in the Babylonian 

de8eripti°n8 is one wMch is also an indi^t^n of Voltaire^ ^urt1* 

This is the Bention of the diamonds brought by Amazan and the remark 

that "on ne eonnaissait pas ra^r1 cette nagn^Kence Hans la. superbe 

Babylone"" (p, 55°) A^tou^ the d^amond had been known at a much 

earlier period, according to the Encyclopaedia Britannica2 it was 

not until 17^6 that it b^arn1 popular in France as a preeious stan1* 

However, Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605-89) had visited most of the 

Indian diamond mines between 1638 and 1665 as a dealer, and he 

described in his writings the methods used, Both as a piece of 

scientific popularisation and as a recognizably contemporary 

reference, the mention of diamonds must have been a very deliberate 

one on the part of Voltaire.

Interspersed with the travel commentary there are two remarks 

which refer to races outside those visited by Amazan and Formosante. 

The first concerns the Jews, whom Voltaire totally disliked, as is 

shown by a number of articles in the Dictionnaire philoso uhique* In 

La Princesse de Babylone the attack is a mild one, but is present
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iivervhele8e as V°ltaVri °f "la petite mer MidVii^r;anee, que

lea ignorant' Hibriux ont depute nominee la Grande Her." (p. 363)

The other fwarik concerns thc Egyptians aid their super

stitions:

"C’1^ iVneV que les Egypiiine| 'V fimeux pir des moiciaux 
de pierree, sc eont abrutie ct deshonoreB par liure super
stitions birbarie." (p. 377)

As Benic points out Vi hVe notes, Voltaire hid already shown a 

similar attitude to thc Egyptians Vn his Philosophic de ^histoiri.

Thi rest of the remarks concerning individuals and places 

must be looked at under thc headings of thc particular countries 

visited. In some, the criticisms have a wider significance, but 

these will be discussed under thc appropriate headings. It will 

suffice hire to give a brief summary of the refiriiiis made, for 

Voltaire enters into no diecuBeion of them, and they arc included for 

little more than theVr topical value or because whit hc ia saying 

bclonge to a traditional pattern of satire: Vn Russia hi mentions 

thc absence of Catherine II, who Ve travelling Vn Asia it thc time: 

"cllc voyigeiVt ilors des frontieres dc l'Europe l cellcs de l’Asie 

pour ^raait™ eee ^its par scs yeux." (p. 378) H is ^gn^^a^ 

that °n th1 29th Mly, 1767, thc Empress had wr^en Voltairi 

saying: "Mc voila cn AeVc, j'aV voulu voir cela par mee yeux." 

(Best. 13325) Thi fact that Catherine*'  phrase, "voir ccli par mes 

ycux" had ^m^ncd ao fri'h Vn Voltiire*B mVnd Vs one °f thc reis°ns 

f°r suggeBtiig that La*P rVnieBsc_jdeL..Bibylos1 was as iirly

aa August or September, 1767. The other reasons are based on
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Voltaire's attacks on the critics of Belisaire. which will be dis

cussed later. Votlaire's admiration for Catherine at this period 

was considerable and the praise that he extends to her is a reflec

tion of the tone in his correspondence.

In Holland Voltaire, drawing presumably on personal 

experience or impressions, links the frigidity of Dutch women with 

the narrative, showing how Amazan ”s*il  avait voulu attaquer ces 

dames, il les aurait toutes subjuguees l’une apres 1’autre, sans 

Stre aime d’aucune." (p. 380) This he follows by an attack on the 

Dutch printers who have profited from the publication of pirate 

editions) 1comma ils etaient les facteurs de 1’univers, ils

vendaient 1* esprit des autres nations, ainsi que leurs denrees.” 

(p. 381) The mention of the printer Marc-Michel key shows how much 

Voltaire’s own experience with these same men has embittered his 

outlook.

The books that Voltaire placee in the hands of Formosante, 

La Paysanne parvenue, Le Sopha and Les uatre facardins, by 

Crebillon and Hamilton, were, according to Martino,-1 used as satires 

of the oriental tale, which explains why Voltaire should have 

included them in La Princesse de Babylone. It also suggests that 

Voltaire may have been attempting to write a genuinely oriental tale, 

free of the pornographic eroticism of which Crebillon and Hamilton 

complained. Incidentally there is in Crebillon’s Le So^ha a

^Ibid.. p. 26^.
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character called Amiezei*  a naae wicci may well ^.v® c^trttatod to 

that of Amazan.

M1l°rd wUtout douB^ one of the finest

ciricatures hr°duced by Voltaire. The mixture of hu^ur .nd

Mtire hive producedl a picture whici, in spite of 

ing to an ^d-e^^^^ed view, is equaUy alive and ihprohriite 

today. From an examination of the list of Voltaire's British 

vis1t°rs ' there is no ^ason to su^ose that his picture of the 

English lord was affected in any way by a recent renewal of 

acquaintance with any particular individual. Indeed in a letter 
written to Madame du Deffind dated the 30th Marci, 1768, Voltiire 

shows himself to be discontent with his British visitors:

"J'ai ete pendant suatorze ans l*iuBerg18te  de 1'Europe, 
et je me suis lasse de cette profession. J'ai repu chez 
moi trois ou quatre cent Anglais, qui sont tous si 
amoureux de leur patrie que presque pas un seul ne s'est 
souvenu de moi apres son depart." (Best. 1J951)

In his collection Sir Gavin de Beer lists approximately eighty 

visitors, compared with the four hundred that Voltaire mentions, so 

it is possible that further research may reveal a visitor of signifi

cance, towards the end of 1?67. The only man to see Voltaire in the 

years previous to La Princesse de Babylone, who may have rekindled 

the idea of the typical Englishman, was James Boswell who, with his 

eccentricities, visited Voltaire in 1764 towards Christmas, speaking 

with him on several occasions and staying at Ferney for a while.

"sir Gavin de Beer, "Voltaire's British Vitors", Judies 
on Volt'air•e, Vo1. 4(1957) & Vo1. 18(1961/.
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More important hs the fact that in 1765 there is mart f a wn- 

ven8Btion he1d by VoMdre with a certain MaJor W. B^awn, in the 

^ur^ which they discuss^ Pope, Swift and ThU iap1ies

that, more than thirty years after his own vi^it to Efland, V^ai^ 

was stl11 f^11 of the know1edge which he had aeauincd ther^ and 

was Just as interested in discussing the same subJects,

Equa11y one might say that Voltaire^ picture of the English- 

nan*8 wife is drawn fron his own, more p1easan^t, experlence in 

England, Generally no more favourable to English women than to 

Dutch women, Voltaire makes an exception of this one:

"La ma^resse de 1a maison n’avait rien de cet air
emprunte et gauche, de cette oauvfalse honte qu’on 
reprochait alors aux Jeunes femmes d’Albion; elle 
ne cachait point, par un maintien dedaigneux et 
par un silence affecte, la sterilite de ses idees 
et 1*cmban?^a8  humiliant de n’avoir rien a dire: 
nulle femme n’etait plus engageante," (p, 582)

Indeed from the negative description she becomes the exception which 

proves the rule, and Voltaire is offering more criticism than praise. 

Also in the description of Amazan’s experiences in England 

Voltaire includes a brief remark which, although directed towards 

the English workmen, might equally apply to men of a similar position 

in any nation, Resenting Amazon’s Interfering help, they become 

angry until his power subdues them and they ask for some money to 

buy a drink:
"Des rustres du volsinage, etant accourus, se mirent 
en colere de ce au’on les avait fait venir inutilement, 
et s’en prirent a 1’stranger: ils le menaecrent en 
1’appelant chien d’etranger, et ils voulurent le 
battre, Amazan en saiBit deux de chaque main, et les
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jeta,a vingt pas; ^s^autoes le respecterpnt, le
•aluer^, lui demanderent pour b^^e." (p. ^I.)

Leaving England Aiaajzan passes through Qermony, coT^en^jpg 

briefly on tne large number of princes and beggars, and reaches 

Venice. Here he describes the s^uation of the city and what 

presumably is the carnival:

yLe peu de places pulques qui ornaient cette ville 
etait couvert d’hommes et de femmes qui avaient un 
double visage, celui que la nature leur avait donne, 
et une face do carton mal peint, qu’ils appliquaient 
par-dessus: en sorte que la nation semblait composee 
de spectres." (p. 387)

The narrative theme of Amazan*s  faithfulness reappears as a corollary 

to the picture of the large number of public prostitutes who 

"faisaient s-ns aucun risque un trafic toujours renaissant de leurs 

attraits." (p. 387)

In the tradition of Du Bellay, Voltaire leads Amazan past the 

"ondes jaunes du Tibre, des marais empestes" (p. 3$7) to the dis

appointments of the city of Some. Instead of a powerfully armed 

garrison he finds ’’pour toute armee, une trentaine de gredins montant 

la garde avec un parasoll de peur du soleil." (p. 388); instead of 

the fine monuments, he was shown ”des manures ou un muletier ne 

voudrait pas passer la nuit." (p. 3$9)

On top of these disappointments, Amazan is bewildered by the 

castrati, is accosted by homosexuals, and learns with disgust and 

amusement the customary manner of appr^chi^ the "Vieux des sept 

montagnes." This is an oppor^nUy for Voltaire to indulge in 

another attack on the temporal power of the Church of Rome, and the 

influence wielded by the priest in the var^us countries:
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• • • ees prophotos •• . nourrls aux dopons dos pouplos;
1ls a11°1ooit do la part du e1ol quo moi malto0 pout 
avoo sea olofs ouvrlr ot former toutos los sorrures, 
et surtout cellos dos ooffros-fort." (p. 390)

From R^0 Arnazai travoto to Paris, where tho like that

in Candido or Babouo t is a mixture of gaioty aid oorr'upti°it "u10 

villa dont to rnoi tie otait troe noblo et toos agreable, 1*  autro ui 

peu s^^1010 ot ri^dCLe." (p. 391) Tho l1fo of ploasuro boing tod 

by tho citizens blinds them to serious affairs, aid they aro governed 

llko children ’’a qui l*cn  prodlge dos jouets pour los ompOehor de 

or1or." (p. 391) Thoro aro too ^tosts, "uio troupo de ^mto^ 

fanatiquos" (p. 391) aid too towyors, ”tos conBorvatours ^aiei0^ 

usages barbares ooitro losquols la nature effrayOe rOolamait a haute 

voix." (p. 392) This last remark offers Voltaire the ohaieo to 

introduce the example of the Chevalier do la Barre, whose trial aid 

oxeeution ii 1765 had profoundly shocked him:

"Oi puiissalt uio Otourdorio do Jouio hommo commo oi 
aurait puil ui ompoisoiiomoit ou ui parricide. Les 
oisifs oi poussalont dos oris porpaits, ot lo loidemali 
lls 1’y poisaioit plus, ot no parlaleit quo de modes 
louvollos." (p. 392)

The affair was still very much li Voltaire's mind aid, although ho 

never aohieved any satisfaction in this ease aid had to give up his 

attempt to change the original verdiet, it never ooased to be his 

concern.

Thoro follows a brief glaioe at the greatness of tho seventeenth 

eoitury, "ui siOolo eitier peidait loquol les boaux-arts s'etoverent a 

ui dogro do perfection qu’oi 1’avalt jamais oso esporor; los Strangers 

vonaiont Commo a Babylono, admiror les Crands nomunento

d’arehitocture, tos prodigos dos jardiis, les BUblimeB offorto do to
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sculpture et de la peinture. Ils etaient enchases d’une mu^^1 

qui a^ait a l,ame sans Conner les °reilles.” (p. 392) This is

fmwd by pra^ for ^assical ^et^ still found in the theatres. 

slth°ugh these are not w111 att|nded largely because of the decli.ne 

in the number of good writers.

This leads Voltaire naturally enough to attack the critics, 

whom he blames for the situation in which "la dicadence fut produite 

par la facilite de faire et par la paresse de bien faire, par la 

satiate du beau et par le gout du bizarre.” (p. 392) Voltaire shows 

himself to favour the "moderns” in the Quereile which was still a 

cause of dissension late in the eighteenth century:

"La veriti protigea des artistes qui ramenaient les 
tempo de la barbarie.” (p. 392)

This is linked with a mention of the over-sensitive poetry critics 

earlier in the story who, on hearing the madrigal composed by Amazan, 

had accused him of bad style:

"Il fut critique par queiques seigneurs de la vieiile 
cour, £ui dirent qu’autrefois dans le bon temps on aurait 
compare Belus au soleil, et Formosante a la lune, son 
cou a une tour et sa gorge a un boisscau de fromeut. 
Ils dirent que i'itranger n'avait point d*imagination,  
et qu'ils s’icartait des regies de la veritable poesii.'' 

(p. 348)

Parodying the biblical Song of Songs. Voltaire is primarily attacking 

the aritiro who prevent the good w^tera frorn fl°uri8hing: d"^es

frel°ns firent disparaltre les abeiHes." (p. 393) This is PerhaPs 

a siy of his old enemy J^ron, whom he had on other

occasions nicknamed "Frelon".

Vo|taire ^^lud^ with a few remarks on the ^^Mia^^a1
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writerB| the "druidis", ''^-druid1'” or "irc^-druid^” whose 

writVngs on a viriity °f relVgV°ue argument were ipparently being 

publiehed at approriirtety this time. Th1 "^d^d1'" irc thc 

Jesuits who hid been expelled from France in 1764.

The priise for M^arn1 GeoffrVn and her ealon whVch ippears 

in thi firBt ^x^ w1' revireed in thc 156-pige edViion,

aid instead of ”11 gouti fort cette dime it li societl risecmbllc 

chcz elli.”, thc sentence reads: ”11 gouti piu ccttc dime ct la 

societc rassemblee chcz elle.” The reason for the change Vs unknown, 

but Vt Va possible that it hie something to do with hcr opinion of 

Stanielas-PonVitowekV and Catherine II. Midiime Gioffrin visited 

Poland in 1766 and from the korriepondink1 of 1767 Vt is known that 

Voltaire's views were it variance with hire. In a letter to Voltaire
tVlon the 8 March, 1767*  Marmoitel aays of Madame GeoffrVn:

"Elle m’a dVt dcpuVs, qu'Vl n’y ivaVt rVen dc plus 
milheureux au monde qu’un Hoi quV n*ctiVt  pia roi; 
ct qu’il n*y  ivaVt plus aucune intelligence cntri 
lc Roi de Pol. it 1’imperltrVkC dc Russic. Cell 
vou' aff1igera| mon i11uBiri ma^ire| ct j*i n euVa 
f^h1; maVe c’cat 1i veriti toutc puri.'' (Bc'i, 13127)

Truth or not, Voltaire wae unable to accept such in opinion of hVe 

enlightened Vdole of the North. So it ie that a wiik later Voltaire, 
Vn 1 lrtto t° ChrVatii (14tk March, 1767), says^s

"PuVese li France VmVtir bientOt li Russie it la Pologne. 
L’Vmperltrike dc RuasVe it le RoV dc Pologne, me font 
l’honniur dc m’Ccrire dc leur main qu'ile font toua leure 
effort' pour CtablVr la plus grande tolerance dans leure 
Btlie." (Bi't. 1313$)

Vo1taVri neit1y bringe the commonly on ParVs baik to ta1 

fairy—ti1C narrative by Vn'tr°duiVng Amizal to 1 * fV11e d affairc at
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the ^^equet seduction and discovery for^ the tirn.x

of the story indl By juxtaposing or 1nterweavieg the hiil°sopiy with 

the fairy-tihe, there is no artificial Breik.

The "opera comique" was introduced to FYen^ aud1ence8 .t 

the beginning of the e^Jiteen^ ceetury, in 1714. Its career was 

not smooth and it was suppressed in 1718 and again in 1745. In 

1752 it had reopened Butf f^dtog co^atoration a safer priecihle 

than competition, it had joined forces with the "Comedie Italienne" 

as recently as 1762» and it was from ■ris date that interest in 

opera really grew, making it very natural that Voltaire should talk 

about it in 1768.

Before taking him from France, Voltaire gives Amazan the 

opportunity to make a remark comparing the French, the En lish and 

the Germans, which, although only half-serious contains a Basis of 

turth:

"Les Germains, disait-il, sont les vieillards de 1’Europe; 
les peuples d'Albion sont les hommes forts; les habitants 
de la Gaule sont les enfants, et j'aime i jouer avec 
eux." (p. 397)

In Spain Amazan notes in passing the Basque love of dancing, 

and the taciturn inhospitable air of the Spanish themselves. He sees 

the fate of the Jewish moneylenders who "en pretint sur gages a 

cinquinte pour cent, avaient tire i eux presque toutes les richesses 

du pays." (p. 398) and suffer at the hands of the "a^thropokaies". 

The detraction of the Iequisitioe* wiich fits wel1 into the mood 

of the tahe, his a more serious for the reign of

Charles III, who a btef appeara^e tera, the Je6u1t6 had beee
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banished, largely through the influence of the count of Aranda. The 

banishment had taken place at the end of March 176?, and again there 

is evidence from the correspondence to show how s^trongly Voltaire 

was impressed by the event. In a letter to the marquis de Villevieille 
dated the 2?th April, 1767, he writes:

"Le Japon comments par chasser ces fripons-la, les 
Chinois ont imite le Japon, la France et l'Espagne 
imitent les Chinois.” (Best. 13251)

Although the Inquisition had not in fact been destroyed, its power 

had certainly been limited by Aranda, and to Voltaire this was at 

least a step in the direction of enlightenment.

Before the return to Babylon, Voltaire is unable to leave

Spain without some humour at the expense of Spanish cooking:

”0n dina au palais, et on y fit assez mauvaise chere. 
Les cuisiniere de la Betique etaient les plus mauvais 
de 1*Europe.  Amazan conseilla d*en  faire venir des 
Gaules.” (p. 401)

•wThe point is subtly driven home in the description of the food that 

the King sends with them:

”11 fit charger leurs vaisseaux ... d’oignons, de 
moutons, de poules, de farines, et de beaucoup 
d'ail." (p. 433),*

t
This is a strange set of Provisions if the previous pleas for

V
vegetarianism can be taken seriously.

In the final section of the work, which is rather an appendix 

with little reference to the actual text, Voltaire turns to the critics 

of Marciontel's Belisaire which had been condemned by the Sorbonne 

during 176?. He precedes his comments hy a prayer to the Muse that 

La Princesse de Babylone should not suffer the fate of Can&.fo,
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V1InSenu and La PuttHe, in ^ving a parody made f it:

"EmjjecJ^z que des ^^taua^urs tra^a^es ne gatent per
des fables les verites que j’a1 enseign^s aux mantc18 
dans ce falble reclt," (p, 406)

The bittcnnc88 wlth whlch Vo1taire speaks of the

C^1" and "pCdBPt Larcher" (p, 405) points to O^b^, 176^ as the date 

of eampa8ltiap1 for it was during; October that Voltaic most

strongly his feelings on the matter, talking in a letter to d'Alembert of 

"iw autre faquln nomne Coger, dit Coge ^cus, regent de Rhetanique au 

college Mazarin dont Ribellier est principal," (Best, 1338?) and in a 

letter to Demlleville, dated the 2'n October, of Coge as "mon Ravalllac", 

(Best, 13560)

Voltaire attacks Lercher particularly for several remarks about 

the morals of the Egyptian and Babylonian women, and goes as far as to 

insinuate that he is a pederast:

"Il se repand en eloges sur la pederastie; il ose dire que 
tous les bambi^s de mon pays sont suJets B cette infamie, 
Il crolt se sauver en augmeptapt le pambne de coupables'" 

He includes some cutting remarks about Fnerop "dont le PBnpasse 

est tantot B Bistre et tBPtat au cabaret du coin" (p, 406), Bicetre 

being the name of a Parisian prison designed for those guilty of leading 

an immoral life, and ends with a hope that La Princesse de Babylone 

wi11 be M^^^d as "heretique, d^ste et athee" (p, 40?), thus ensuring 

its success and popularity, and funds for the publisher,

From what has been written, it is clear that Voltaire was following 

no specific plan in his expression of individual thoughts and criticisms, 

There is no underlying pattern which would indicate bp accurate 

argapl8ation. Instead Vo1taine has made a hotehpotch in whieh he has been 

able to lpclude comments in tracHt^ra1 on tod^^ual people and

as we11 as ex^essions of his own perti^1^ dls1ikes in a 
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variety of dire^i^s. There is sornething of the encyclopedic va:riety 

in this, which suggests that Voltaire's mind banged toteUy to tta 

eighteen^ century in this respect. In the next sections, however, the 

reverse is true, and the philosaphical statements, which have a universal 

applicatic>n, fit a more serrLous and logically organized side of Vol^ire's. 

thought.
2

The Universal

It is in the realm of the universal that Voltaire has been most 

successful in his contes, and it is this that raises them above the 

level of purely didactic literature in any immediate sense. It is this, 

too, that explains why the contes should have become the best known of 

Voltaire's works. By asserting a universal truth, the conte takes its 

place beside the great productions of seventeenth century theatre and 

thought. Indeed it might be said that Voltaire's contes represent his 

only successful attempt at theatre, and that, by taking the world as 

his stage, he has created a drama of vitality and significance. The 

scene is already set, for the different countries provide the necessary 

change of backcloth, and the protagonists, little more than figure-heads 

of destiny, can play out their roles, express their ideals, face their 

conflicts and attempt to order their lives.

In La Princesse de Babylone there can be found: a picture of 

man, provided by the characters themselves, as well as by more general 

statements from the au^or; a ^p^sen^t^n of an ideal, found in the 

"pays des Gangarides", but also in a reflection of the characters; and 

a general view of man's existence, represented by the conte as a

Amazan belongs to a pattern of rnale heroes in Voltaire, al1 of
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whom signs weakness and imperfectlion. Zadig was described as ”ni

avec un beau nature| fortifie par l'^ucation."1 Md Candide ”un

^adig, p. 2 (Benac ed.).

2Can<|ide, p. 137 (senae ed.).

Jeune ga^r^n a qui la nature avait donne les moeurs les plus d°uee8."2

The character of Amazan is even more perfect^ and his appearance, 

a|ready prepared by the descripti°n8 of s^endour at the court of 

forms a c|imax magnificence. The husband for F°rmosante. he^elf

portrayed as ’’ce qu'il y avait de plu< admirable S Babylone” (p. 3M0, 

would have to be capable of overcoming the trials of strength, but 

would, above all be "le plus magnifique des hommes, le plus vertueux, et 

posseder la chose la plus rare qui fut dans 1'univers entier.” (p. 3M+) 

The arrival of Auzan, thus prepared, is overwhelming to all that behold:

"C'itait, comme on a dit depuis, le visage d'Adonis sur 
le corps d'Hircule; c'itait la majeste avec les graces... 
tous les spectateurs, en comparant Formosante avec l'inconnu, 
s'icriaient: 'll n'y a dans le monde que ce Jeune horrae qui 
soit aussi beau que la princesse.•’■ (p. 3^6)

His valour and talent are emphasized in the following pages, 

and he leaves Babylon as mysteriously as he came. An ideal picture of 

perfection has been created and it is this ideal that Voltaire now 

proceeds to destroy, not only as far as Amazan is concerned, but with 

reference to all men. After the postulation of perfection comes the 

actual state of weakness.

Belus is a fine representative of human pride which would lead 

men to compare themselves with the supposed ideal of Amazan. Again the 

tone of irony makes its appearance:
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"Le vioux Bolus, rv1 do B^yl^0, se oroya1t Jo prom1or homme 
de la terroJ oar tous sos 0°urtiBanB Jo lu1 ^salont! ot sos
^^^^graph^ lo lu1 prouva^irt; eo qu1 pouvait oxcusor oi 
lu1 oe r1d1oulo, c’ost qu’on offet sos p^OdOoosBourB ava1oit
bati Babylo10 plus de troito mflle ans avant lu^ ot qu'il l'avait 
ombollio." (p. >4-3)

In othor rorto iothiig oould oxcuso tho rid1oul°UBnosB of it all, and 

ho was as ordi1ary as tho next mai. A similar misgu1dod pr1de shows 

itself in the other throe kii • s, aid tho oxtoit of their mistaken 

attitude appears in tho words of the almoner who, flattering tho king 

of Egypt, says:

"Vous vaiioroz lo lion, puisquo vous avoz le sabre d’Osiris.
La prinoosso do Babylono doit appartonlr au prince qui a lo 
plus d'osprit, ot vous avoz deviiO dos Oilgmes^. Elie doit 
opousor le plus vortuoux, vous l'etes, puisquo vous avoz 
OtO Olovo par los protros d’Egypto." (p. 3^7)

Of course he falls to bold tho bow and, whoi tho time comes to face tho 

lion, his very human nature takes tho place of bravery and he considers 

it "fort ridicule d'exposor ui roi aux bOtos pour le marior." (p. j48)

Tho king of Scythia faros little bettor but has at least a few 

redeeming features:

"Lo rol scythe, plus sensible a la reconnaissance qu'a 
la jalousie, romoroia so1 libOratour ...' ' (p. 34S0

but this does little to affect tho underlying folly of tho three kings 

who, after all, aro more mortals and really have little cause for pride.

During tho rest of the story tho picture is one of decline, 

modiocrity a1d weakness. Sornot1mos tho imporfooti°ns aco th°Be of 

particular groupB, such as thoso of •<i1>' s a1d rulors. Tho k11 s of 

Iidia a^d fypt become tho object of l°ltaire'B 1ro1y who1 thoy sot 

out to procip1tato war with no rospoot for tho1r rabjrnU, tel^vi^ 

that they have "assoz do sujots qui so tiendraio1t fort hoioros do 

au sorv1eo de lours macros, sais qu'1! 01 coutat ui chovou a
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leurs tetes sacrees.1 (p. 34$) The same idea is expressed in the words

of the maid of honour who makes the pun that '’tr^s souvent ce mot de

berger etait applique aux roisj qu’on les appelait bergers, parce qu’ils 

tondent de fort pres leur troupeau." (p. 352) There is even the

suggestion that a man can be king and yet be ignorant, and, although the

re. ii directed against Reins ”qui ne savait pas un mot de geographic” 

(p. 360), the implication goes deeper and touches man in his imperfection.

Voltaire, as would be expected, returns to show war as the 

supreme example of human folly, "cette rage universe le qui desole le 
monde. 1 In the history of the ’’pays des Gangarides" Formosante is told 

about the king of India, who had foolishly attempted to conquer the 

country, and who thus represents the human race:

"Les hommes aliment*s de carnage et abreuves de lique r6 fortes 
ont tous un sang aigre et aduste qui les rend fous en cent 
manieres differentes. Leur principals demence est, la fureur 
de verBer le sang de leurs freres, et de devaster des plaines 
fertiles pour regner sur des cimetieres. On empl’-ya six mois 
entiers a guerir le roi des Indes de sa maladie.” (p. 359)

In more ironical tone Voltaire compares the Trojan war and the one about

to be declared by the four kins in Asia:

”Mais aussi on doit considerer, que dans la querelle des 
Troyens il ne s’agissait que d’une vieille femme fort 
libertine qui s’etait fait enlever deux fois, au lieu 
qu’ici il s’agissait de deux fIlles et d’un oiseau.” (p. 363) 

the cause being equally frivolous in both cases.

The restrictions of human knowledge come to light when the 

resurrection of the phoenix is questioned by Formosante. The reply of 

the phoenix sums up Voltaire’s attitude to most metaphysical problems, 

whether it be the existence of God, the after-life or the 6oul:

1Voltaire, Dictionnaire philosophique, (ed. J. Benda), art. Guerre, 

p. 232.
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Les phenix et les holmes ignoreront toujours comment 
la chose se passe.” (p. 367)

This is the typical eighteenth century scientific outl°°k, with its 

insistence on observed phenomena and a minimum of basi.c explanati.on.

The other examples of man’s i^^perfect nature are al1 related 

to the narrative and the adventures of Amazan and Formoseinte). Through

out the tale, there are continual reminders of the virtue and goodness 

of Amazan. When Formosante speaks to Amazon's mother she hears that he is 

”le plus beau, le plus fort, le plus courageux, le plus vertueux des 

mortels, et aujourd’hui le plus fou.” (p. 371) He is ”le plus fou” 

because of his overwhelming love for Formosante and because of the 

unreasonable sadness which he feels because of her supposed infidelity. 

The emperor of China praises Amazan but regrets that "son chagrin lui 

derange quelquefois l’esprit.” (p. 373) Formosante, too, has fallen 

victim of her feelin?s for Amazan, and in Racinean style Voltaire 

talks of "la fatale passion dont son coeur etait enflamme pour ce Jeune 

heros." (p. 373)

There is in all this something of the atmosphere found in Zaire, 

and both Amazan and Formosante have become weaker individuals, as reason 

has given way to passion. Amazon's mother hints at a tragic outcome, thus 

maintaining the suspense of the plot, even if the general mood ic not one of 

tragedy s
”11 ne pourra survivre 0 la douleur que lui a causee
v°tre baiser d°nne at roi d’Egypte. (p. 3/1)

Amazon's sister underlines her mother’s comment on the rnadness bei.ng 

suffered by him, and considers Form°sante t° he equally deranged:

"Aldee trouva que la princesse sa cousine etait encore
plus folle que son frere Amazan. Mais comme elle avait
senti elle-meme les aUei^es de cette epidernie ...
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iommc 1e' femmc' s'Vnt1riBeiit toujour-' aux f°1Vie dont
1’imour est i11e '’^fondr^ vlritib1ement p°ur
Formoeanti." (p. 376)

■The examp1c °f Amazai’e f^^f^niee provVdiB thc theme and 

.ktereBi °f the eicoid hl1f °f thc eiory, and at eich p°Vnt hVe vVrtue 

is undr"l Vncd, 111 thc iBori Bo biiau'i he V' unaware of the true etat1 

of ihings: '’fVdc1ite d’autint p1u' ^oinante qu’V1 ne pouvait pae 

soupfoniir quc ea princesse en fut jamaie informli." (p. 378) In this 

way thc climax of the story is reached whin Amizan, thc paragon of 

virtue, sukiombe to the attractions of the "fVlle d’affaVri". Thus thc 

climax of the philosophical content corresponds to thc climax of thc 

narrative, aid the situation Vs right for Voltaire to make the general 

moral application of the story. This hi dose by first interjecting hVe 

own comment: "Quel exempli dc la fiiblisse humaine" (p. 39^), aid thin 

by putting words of iOisolatVoi into thc bilk of the phoenix. Thiee 

represent more than words of consolation, however, and must be eeen as 

Voltaire's summary of thc purpose of thc conte:

"Le phCnix, qui itait plus eige que Formoean^ti| pirci qu’Vl 
StaVt sans passion, la konBo1aVi in chimin; il lui rsmonirlit 
avec douceur qu’Vl StaVt triste de se punir pour 1sb fautia 
d’un autre; qu’Amizai lui ivaVt donni die preuvie iseiz 
Si1lianies ct ibbsz nombreuses dc fidilVti pour qu’elle put 
lui pirdonnir dc s’ctri oublil ui moment; que i’ltait un 
juBtc 1 quV 1a graci d’OroBmidc avi^ miiqu1." (p. 395)

This last piece of ironical quietism gently attacks thc religious 

explanations for thc imperfect state of min, lid Vs ii example of thc 

adaptability of Voltaire*'  outlook on the world. At no point Vn his 

life did he attempt to find any sct of rulie by which man's life should 

be and contViua11y hi' own condu^ dlroieirliid a mVxture

the priitVii1 iid the reaeonab1i. HVe rsiriai to Eng1ind Vn 1726, hie

ovir kineorehvp| aid thc very icto '^te °f thc pirV°d at *erncy,
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a1l show which Fonmosaptc had appreciated but not Bpp1icd,

Wilhin by the king of Egypt she real^es that cunning is the

better part VB1our, knowing that "1e bon esprit eopsi8tc a se

conformer a sa situation," (p, J64)

fhe dl8appoiptmcpt8 end hardships of Voltaire^ life were

pncvept hlm edoptlng any idea1istic formu1^ but at the same 

tine the of eighteenth ceptury thought issued from a

certain optimism, which could not lead to a totally negative disposition, 

This would explain the generally optimistic conclusions of Voltaire's 

contes, although it is significant that the contes belonging to the 

Ferney period of Voltaire's life are much more positive end sure than 

those of the earlier stage*  LtHi8tainc de JcppI and Le Princesse de 

Babylone have a new atmosphere about them, and as Peuphilet says in his 

introduction to La Princesse de Babylone! "tout finit pour le mieux 
sans av^r Jamals etez ma1'"4

Ip Lb Princesse de Babylone there is no conflict between good 

end evil, as in Le Blanc et le noir, no conflict between optimism and 

pessimism es in Candida, Instead there is a picture that reflects the 

positive activity of the lest twenty years of Voltaire's life, showing 

the faith in humanity which, in another twenty years, would create the 

exuberance of revolution, The very fact that, after a climax of dis

illusionment, the solution should be one of compromise, implies that all 

is far from perfect in the world*
For this reason Voltaire and the eighteenth century thinkers 

g^er^y, fe1t it ^^^ery to postu1ete an idea1 which, cvcp lf peven 

attainab1e, wou1d supp1y a goal. for mep,8 a8Piratian8* In La Pnlpec-8se

Voltaire, C^t^ et namBn8, (ed' A, PBuphilet), Paris: Fiazss^ 
1927, p, vli,
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d.<e■Babylane Voltaire achieves this in two ways. One is the apparent 

Perfection of Amazon's character which,althaugh at faul^ rernains an ideal. 

The other lb in his description of the ’’pays des Gangarid^" which is yet 

another in the Dtqpta-Qdorado series.

According to Martino the superman type came largely from 

oriental M^ratur^ develaping from the wars with the Turks and an 

®xaESerat®d conMjitiOT of the enemy. Whatever the cause, Amazan fits 

the pattern of raen who rise above national charac^r^tics and appear 

as citizens of the worM. That Voltaire was aware of this type is seen 

in the article Patrie in the Dictionnaire philosophicne. in which he 

developes a similar theory:

’’Telle est la condition humaine que souhaiter la grandeur
de son pays c’est souhaiter du mal a ses voisins. Celui 
qui voudrait que sa patrie ne fut jamais ni plus • •• rande, 
ni plus petite, ni plus riche ni plus pauvre, serait le 
citoyen de l’univere."!

There may be irony behind this but the concept is clearly present.

The idea was also present in Goldsmith who published his

Citizen of the World from 1760 to 1764. The very fact that this 

belonrs to the "critical traveller" literature already suggests a link 

and the fact that there is a chapter dedicated to the supposed death
2of Voltaire almost certainly ensured that Voltaire knew about it. The 

conception may go back further to Fougeret de Monbron who in 1750 

published Le Citoyen du monde. It is worth noting, too, that in 1759 

Monbron published a work called La Capitale des Gaules, the sub-title

■voltaic D^tionnaire philasaphique, art. Patrie, (My italics).

2Goldsmith, The Citizen of the ^rtd, ^tter 43.
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which was La N^ve111 Babylone* How far these |inks may be justified 

would be a subject for further work^ but it would mmi likely that; the 

eighteenth century cosm°p°|itani8m produced an idea| of supra-nationa^sm. 

This wou|d exp|ain V°|tai^e'8 fondness for situa^ng his contes against 

a background of so many countries. The very fact that he is able to 

do so that he regards himse^ as being in a position out^d1

national considerations.

The "pays des Gangarides" is given a nebulously exact location 

by Voltaire, who describes it as being on "la rive orientale du Gange." 

(p. 358) In fact the source of the (Ranges js ca1|ed Gangotri whieh.

as a place of Hindu pilgrimage, is supposed to wash away the sins of 

the devotee, assuring eternal happiness in the after-life. For Voltaire's 

purpose, however, the country is a non-existent utopia.

The first indication of the nature of the country, apart from 

the exceptional qualities of Amazan himself, is the description of the 

king given by Amazan'6 valet: "Son pere est un vieux berger qui est 

fort aimi dans le canton." (p. 351) The phoenix later gives a fuller 

account of the nature of the country in which the shepherds "nis tous 

igaux sont les maitres des troupeaux innombrabies qui couvrent ieurs 

pres iterneilement fleuris." (p. 358) The sheep are never kiJled, for 

here animals are counted as equa|s and "c,e8t un crirne horrib|e vers ie 

Gange de tuer et de manger son 8emb1ab1e.1 ■ (p. 358) Ihe country is 

^if^u^orti^ and. aithough peace_|oving, is perf®ct|y capab|e of 

fighting in self-defence.

As the description continues, it becomes more and more apparent 

that this ideai is being twated ironj-caUy, presumab|y teaum there is 
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no roal chaico of it evor beiig attained. At timos Volta1ro l^rn iito 

wh1msical1ty, as for sample 1i tho reply give1 by the phooiix to 

Fornosaite, whei she asks if thero is a religion in the eouitry:

’’S’1. y^ei a uie? Madamo, ious nous aB.eolblo1B pour rendre 
graces a Dieu, los jours do la pleiio luio, les hommos dans 
ui grand temple de codre, los fommos • ^ans un autre, de pour 
dos distractions; tous los oisoaux dans un bocage, les 
quadrapodos sur uno bello pelouso. Nous romorcions Dieu do 
tous los bions qu’il nous a faits. Nous avons surtout dos 
porroquots qui prOcheit a merveilLe." (p. 359)

When Formosaito roaches tho ’’pays dos Gangaridos” she sees for 

herself the qulot splendour, tho "sous-berrors ot sous-borgeres" (p. 368), 

tho vegetarian meals, tho choir of birds with apparently human voices: 

"los rosslgnols, les serine, les fauvettos, los pinsons, ohaitaiont lo 

dossus avec los borgOroE^; los borgors faisalont la haute coitro ot la 

basso: c’Otait oi tout la belle ot simple nature." (p. 369) This last 

is perhaps a pioco of humour at tho expense of Rousseau, for what could 

bo further from "la bollo ot simple nature" than birds which siig with 

human voices? Indeed tho whole episode is very much a pastoral satire 

and, although thero is a postulated ideal which no doubt is perfectly 

serious, Voltairo can not have intended to depict any ideal state. 

Certainly he is able to satirize tho inequality and unhappiness of his 

contemporaries, but there is no serious attempt to draw a true utopia.

The whole subject of vegetarianism which appears oi several 

occasions, can hardly have boon intended seriously either, aid tho 

climax of irony is reached in tho last chapter whei, at tho woddiig of 

Amazan a1d F°rm°Ba1tO "on servU a tatte Je to^f Apis roU." (p. ’°5) 

Thoro is no record to show that Voltairo favoured vo • • otariailsm particularly 

although thero aro references to it in other works. Thero aro, however, 

more references to cruelty to animals ii his other writings aid ho seems 



90

to h^ve geeuCnely felt sympa^y for the Iow*1 f°rm8 f life. The 

admittedly . faBulou8 Bird and ^erel'ore not to be taken tw 

much at face v'alue, bx^.1^ to Formo6aete why an^a^ no lon^r ^^k 

to mens

"Helav! clest parce que kernes onk prls en^n 1'haBitude
de nous ^^ei?, au lieu de ^nverser ek d* s'ln8trulre av*c

Le6 BarBareE,! ne devalent-lls pas etre convi^c^ qu’.yant
l*s meme8 °rgines qu’eux, hes memes sentiments, les 
memes besolns, les memes desirs, nous avlons ce qui s'appelle 
une ame tout comme eux; que nous etlons leurs frBres, et 
qu'il ne fallalt cuire et mani • er que les mechanis." (p. 357) 

Underlying all this nonsense and irony there is a serious respect for 

life and creation in general.

In many ways the "pays des Gaegarlde6" is close to the description 

of Eldorado in Candlde, although there is more to be learned from the 

differences than from the similarities. In the first place the '’pays des 

Gangi^^s" is more readily accessible, which suggests that if Voltaire 

was picturing an ideal state he at least considered it closer in 1768 than 

in 1759. In Candida the situation was much closer to that of the 

"Happy valley" in Johnson’s Rasselas, whereas in La Princesse de Babylone 
the "piradls te^nBstre"1- can be reached wlti°ut too much tofttculty.

The "pays des Gangi^^s" is much less closely described than 

Eldorado, which is a logical corollary if Voltaire's picture of the real 

world had Become less pessimistic during the later period of his life. 

In this way there is less cohtrast between the real world and the 

postulated ideal, and indeed such a contrast would scarcely fit the 

pattern of the story, when Voltaire aimed to praise the enlightened 

despots of the North.

“Voltaire, Ciedcde* (ecl. Beea.c), p. 139»
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It seems much more probable that the "pays des flangarides" offers 

a satire of the utopian novel which, as has been seen, developed in 

the eighteenth century. If the country was such an outstandingly fine 

place it is aU the more astonishing that Amazan should be content to 

finally settle in Babylon with little th°ught| apparently, of returning. 

It is possible that this rnipp^ts even further Kahn's point^ that the 

supposed ideal would in fact be totally inacceptable without any form 

of challenge or goal to work for. The eighteenth century secularisation 

which consisted of the substition of activity and life for religion 

would find the smug repose of paradise totally out of place.
p

The "pays des Gangarides" suggests an ideal, the "heavenly city" 

once again, but from the ironical way it is described Voltaire teaches 

a much more immediate and practical lesson, a lesson he himself had 

learned and followed throughout his life, but more particularly during 

the last twenty years. To Voltaire a moral code was a logical and 

natural institution which was universal in application. Much more 

serious in intention than the description of the "pays des Gangarides" 

is a brief interpolated generalisation such as the one made by the 

Russian who, speaking to the phoenix about Catherine's achievements 

adds: "Son puissant genie a connu que si les cultes sont differents,

la morale est partout la meme." (p. 37S)

Finally, Voltaire uses La Princesse de Babylone to make a 

comment on the total picture of man's life. It is almost inevi.table

that a conte. which takes the form of a voyage, should become an

1l. W. foh^ "Voltaire's Candide and the ProMem of Secular
isation". P.M^.A^ Vol. 67 (1952) £86-°88.

Supra, p» 21.
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a11egory life' Ip aii the other contes that take this f^m Valtaire

ipsists upon the uncaptnalleblc ne'ure of man’s dcstipy, and again in 

La ?r de esse de B^y^M the ^^nuel fluctuate ip the f^tun^ of 

Amezan and 1anlna8eptc offers a ^mpl^e reJec^on of eny orgepized 

pattern to life,

hhen Farmo8aptc follow8 Amzan to England, and the two boe^ 

pass within sight of each other, Voltaire adds ironically: "Ah, s'ils 

1’evalept su! Mels l’tapOT^use dc8tlncc ne 1e permlt pas'" (p' 386)

This sums up his whole attitude, for the variety of events in his own 

life had taken him beyond any belief in an personal providence,

Ip 1768, ^ltaire’s plece 1eft Ferney wlthout warnlpg

and wept to Paris, In a letter written the same day (1 * * March), which 

is one of the most emotional among his correspondence, he says: "Il y 

a une destinee sans doute, et souvent elle est blen cruelle," (Best' 13864), 

This general statement is qualified in a letter to the Duchesse de
pdChoiseul, written on the 2 September, 1770, where Voltaire affirms:

"Je ne crois pas du tout B la Providence pertlculiere: les 
eventures de Lisbonne et de Saint-Do r * ingue l’ont rayee de 
mes ^^ers," (Best, 15607)

The picture of life which Voltaire gives in La Princesse de

Babylone is the one that is closest to his own life, and that of most 

mep, The oracle consulted by Belus, which represents the inscrutable 

destiny, replies in fairly certain but unhelpful terms:

"Melange de tout; mort vivapt, infidellte et Constance, 
perte et gain, calamity et banhcuns'" (362)

Thus Voltaire has given, largely by implication but also more 

specifically, a comment on man, his strength and weaknesses, his ideals 

and possibilities, his life and destiny, The universal expression of 
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truth Ve thc noei Vmpcrtant iBpci't °f Li Prints81 dc Baby1°ne 

bliiuse the wh°1s V' w°ven Vnto a mixiuri of VrOny and faVry-ta1l, 

the etory rimaVns viry much alVv1 today.

3

Thi Social

As always, Voltaire does not fail to seize in opportunity of 

making an attack on organized religion, and La Princess de Babylone. 

although set in an oriental limc'phsrS| contains several only very 

lightly-viilid piecsB of satire concirnVig religion Vn the context 

of its social organization, aa will as a few remarks more Birioualy 

directed against the bisiB of Christianity.

Religious ccrcmony and 'uperBition particularly ire thc 

objects of Voltiire’a satire. The arrival of the kVig of Egypt Vb 

beautifully described and, by its very splendour, the exaggerations 

make thc whole procession rather ludicrous. The inclusion of thc 

eacrcd Egyptian objects, whether Vitiidid or not, reflects Voltaire’8 

criticism of similar Christian ritca:

"Lc roi d’Egypte arrive lc premier, montl eur lc boeuf
Apis, ct tenant in miVi le sVetre d’IeV'. Il itaVt 
euVvV de deux mills prStriB vltua dc robia dc lVn plus 
blinchie quc la nligl| de deux mills lunuquce, de deux 
mV11e mlgiiilne| ct dc diux mV11c guer^ere." (p. 344)

The priBiiii of the magicians indicates the direction that Voltaire’s 

thought Vb taking, and thc confirmation comi' as the king of Egypt 

accepts the bow of Nimrod:

"Le grind maltre die ilrlmciVlS| euVvi dc iVnquinte pages 
ct prSildS dc vVngt ircmplttlB| 1e preseita iu roi d’Egypil| 
quV lc fit bliVr par see prltree; it 1’iyint po'i eur la 

du bocuf ApVS| V1 ie d°uti pae dc iliii
.■remierc vVitoVre." (p» 346)
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The entire epto^e of the oracle follows up th±s idea of 

^^gtous Euperstitiant but »lso goes a little deeper and demonstrates 

the way in whtoh man wants to be guided only in toe manner that 

pleases him. W^en the oracle gtoes a reply whxchi seems wrong or 

insufficientl the reaction of the rninistors is very much as would 

be expected. V^taire here makes fun of toe very toes of di vine

intervention in the affairs of mankind, and slyly questions the 

divine right of rulers, as well as the temporal power of the church: 

"Tous les ministres avaient un profond respect pour les 
oraclesj tous convenaient ou feignaient de convenir 
qu’ils etaient le fondement de la religion; que la raison 
doit se taire devant eux; que c’est par eux que les rois 
regnent sur les peuples, et les mages sur les rois; que 
sans les oracles il n’y aurait ni vertu ni repos sur la 
terre. Enfin, apres avoir temoigne la plus profonde 
veneration pour eux, presque tous conclurent que celui-ci 
etait impertinent, qu’il ne fallait pas obeir ... qu’en 
un mot cet oracle n’avait pas le sens coimun." (p. 353)

After a second consultation of the oracle, bS1us, by his

satisfaction in spite of his inability to understand, shows the 

ridiculousness of such ritual performance:

"Ni lui ni son conseil n’y purent rien comprendre; mais 
enfin il etait satisfait d’avoir rempli ses devoirs et 
devotion." (p.

As would be expected, the priests are among the targets for 

Voltaire^ irony and he attacks them on four separate accounts. The 

first is the belief that a religious upbringing is a guarantee for 

virtue and success« all this to spite of V^toire’s own Jesuto 

training. The almoner explains to the king of Egypt why he cannot 

fail to win the princess Formosante:
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"Ell1 doit ep^^r* ie £>luB.vertueur, vous i'etes 
puisque vous avez ete eieve par les pritre8 
d’Egypte." (p. J4?)

An indirect piece of satire Js 1eveiied against the ^ies^ 

as ^rm^ante and her sirvant Ir|a d^guise t^ms^ves in order to 

escape from the king of Egypt:

"Formosante et Irla paseerent S travers des haies de 
soldats qui, prenant la pr-ncisse pour le grand 
pretre, i'appilaient mon riverinC-ssine pire en Dieu, 
et lui demandaient sa binidiction." (p. 366)

This form of address, used particularly for Jesuit church digni

taries, subtly attacks the whole conception of the priesthood, and 

particularly the exterior show of dignity and holiness.

On rather a different level is the description of North 

Germany as seen by Amazan and Formosante, and in which they observe 

the abolition of convents and monasteries. In the Dictionnaire 

philosophique (Catichisme du cure) Voltaire discussed the marriage 

of priests, and here he takes the idea one step further as he 

describes "un usage insensi":

"Cette coutume itait d'enterrer tout vivants, dans de 
vastes cachots, un nombre infini des deux sexes eter- 
nellement siparis i'un de l’autre, et de leur faire 
jurer de n’avoir jamais de co 1 munication ensemble. 
Cet excis de demence, accredite pendant des siecies, 
avait divasti la terre autant que les guerres les plus 
crue11es." (p. 3?9)

Perhaps even more serious are the accusations of homosexuality 

made against the cardinals and bishops in Rome:

"Il vit bientot difiler touti la cour du maitre du monde: 
elle itait composis de graves personnages, les uns en 
robe rouge, les autres en violet; presque tous regardaient 
1e be1 Amazan en a^ucissant. 1es y1^^ iis 1ui faisaient 
des reverence8. et se disaient ^un a. l’autre: SanMarttnK), 
che be1 ragazzo1 San pancr ch_ ^e| fs (p. 3$9)
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The attack is iot v1oleit and it is made clear that the a0ouBat1ons

apply rathor "les wigMurs .os plus imports1^ do la villo." (p. 39°)

Othorw1so it is uilikoly that oie of tho 1768 editions ^uld have had

as its subhoading: "A fooio, avec la ^rmi^io1 du Sai1t-Poro.

Goorge Saiitsbury rop°rtB that La ^woosso de Babylono oseapod

ce1B°rBhip by fom0, 11 tho first i1staneoI although this is som0-

what surprisiig in view of some of the oommentB that Volta1re makes

about tho resurrection.

The supernatural aspect of tho phoonlx is ai easy opportunity

for Voltairo to have a critical look at tho divinity of Christ and tho

doetrlio of tho resurrection. When the prlncoss hoars tho bird speak she

falls to hor knees in an attitude of adoration saying:

’’Etes-yous ui dieu descenda sur la torro? Otos-yous lo grand 
Orosmado cache sous co beau plumage?" (p. 356)

The bird's rathor muidano reply: "Je ne suis qu'un volatile" mocks tho

noi-quostioiiig aid emotional aecoptanco of supernatural phenomena. Once

again tho eighteenth century scientific spirit clashes with religion at

its very foundations.

Tho need to take the dead phoenix to "L'Arablo Hourouso" permits

Voltaire to follow up his portrayal of the emotional response to religion

with a comment on the inexact conceptions that accompany such emotions:

"Vivre Otoriollomont dais los oloux avec L'Etro supremo, 
ou aller so promoior dais le jardii, dans le paradis, fut 
la mOmo chose pour los hommes, qui parleit toujourB,sa1s 
s'oitoiidre, ot qui 1'oit pu guore avoir encore d'idOes 
nottos ot d'oxproBSi°nB ^UBteB•" (p» 366)

’Quotod ii: Voltairo, Romans (od. p. I’ou.ze), paris: Hachette, 1952«

p
ibid., p. 39°.
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V^t.^e ls crltlcl8leg man rather than God thls hoiet, which a^l^

of the elghteenth century ide^lra and f.ith in an 

improvement on an earthly plan*.

Formosant*  says taa^ by s**1ng th* ^oenix r^* aga1^

now Believes in resurrection, the phoenix' reply, after first demon

th* eas* of r*surr*c t1on genera11^ ends By damn1^ th*

Christian doctrine:

"La resurrection, madam* , lui dit 1*  phenlx, est la chose 
du monde la plus simple. Il n'est pas plus surprenaet de 

deux fois qu'un*.  Tout *8 t resurrection dans ce 
monde; les chenilles ressuscltent en hahi11oes; un noyau 
mis en terre ressuscite en arBre; tous les anlmaux ensevelis 
dans la terre re86U8c1tent en herbes, en plantes, et 
nourrlssent d'autres anlmaux dont ils font Blentot une partle 
d*  la substances toutes les partlcules qui composent les 
corps sent changes en dlfferents Stres. Il est vrai que je 
suis le seul i qui le puissant Orosmade alt fait la grice de 
ressusciter dans sa propre nature." (p. 366)

This attack on the doctrine of resurrection is done in rather a clever 

fashion by using th*  eighteenth century naturalists' theory of a chain 

of being exlstlng through the hierarchies of life. Science is thus 

elevated it the expense of religion.

From resurrection to the immortality of th*  soul is a short 

step and Formosante poses th*  question, which was By then a standard 

on*  in religious polemical discussions

"J*  consols bien que 1*  grand Etre ait pu former d*  vos 
ceedre8 un phenix i peu pres semBlable a vous, mals que 
vous eoyez hrec16emeet la m*me  personne, que vous ayez 
1a m* me am*i  j’avoue qu*  je ne 1e comhr®eds ha8 B1*n 
clairement. Qu'est devenue votre ime pendant que je vous 
portait dans ma ^^e apres votre rn^t?" (p. 367)

The hho*nix, ^11*  stating out th* 1ack of dcfficu1ty for an wa^^twt 

God to perform such . thing, concedes that "1*8 phenix *t  1es iomme8 

1gnor*ront tou^urs comment 1a chose se ^^e." (p« 367) ta^ieg
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Voltaire as far as he would ever commit himself on m^t metaphysical 

problems. In aU his satire on religious ceremony und superrtition 

there ia an undercurrent of sincere desire to establish an honest 

approach t© truth, and it is in th±s that the positive side of Voltaire^ 

thought can be found.

1Wang Teh-chao, "La Chine in Voltaire", Chinese culture,
Vol. 1 (1953) 96-120.

4
The Political

More than in any other conte Voltaire has used the plan of La

Prtace^e de Babylone to bring a number of countries nnH.r review. His 

purpose in doing so is two-fold: firstly to give praise in a straight

forward manner to those countoi.es whi-ch, thanks to the enlightened 

principles of their ^ler^ have developed along the lines of Voltaire's 

own idealsj secondly, to offer a comparison with the situation in France, 

either by direct reference or by implication.

In China, Voltaire takes the reign of the emperor Yung-cheng 

to illustrate the doctrine of tolerance and to criticize the Jesuit 

missionaries. Just as much as the rulers of northern Europe, Yung- 

cheng belongs to the group of enlightened despots that ruled in the 

eighteenth century. Voltaire describes him in glowing terms:

"C* etait le monarque de la terre le plus juste, le plus 
poli, et le plus sage. Ce fut lui qui, le premier, 
laboura un petit champ de ses mains imperiales, pour 
rendre 1'jogriculture respectable a son peuple. Il etablit 
le premier, des prix pour la vertu." (p. J72)

After this praise, Voltaire goes on to discuss the banishing of the 
Jesuits from China, which occured in 17241. This followed the "question 

des rites", a quarrel centred around the Roman Papacy's attitude 

which prevented Chinese novices from continuing to honour their ancestors

countoi.es


9«

apd lp certein tra^tiona! rites. The affair hid gone on fw

tl^e apd had caused a great deal of controversy th^ughout Euro^' 

Tht ^n^q^nt benlshlpg of the Jesults hed receiwd the ad^iiretlon of 

and lp the same year es La Princesse de Baby1one he ^bll^.d 

thc -e1 -tiop ■ ~ b-- -. s ‘L,1 . e 1 . ,in .' For Voltaic th.

event was one which, above all, offered the opportunity for him to 

underline the intolerance of the Christian religion and of the Jesuits 

li particular, It has already been seen how Voltaire showed his
•I 

p1casurc at a simi1ar Spaip at a much more rcceit dat'.

The episode in China illustrates well Voltaire^ dual attitude to 

foreign countries, consisting partly of a genuine scientific interest 

and pertly of a search for examples to clarify his philosophical out

look, In this particular case the doctrine of tolerance is of consider

ably more importance than the historical fact,

Travelling to Russia, the heroine passes through Ccythia, or 

Siberia, where the primitive character of the country is an excuse for 

making a general comment op the progress that is made possible by 

enlightenment:

”Dts qu’elle fut en Scythle, elle vit plus que Jemals 
comblen les hommes tt les gauvtrnemtnt8 difftrent, tt 
d1ffcncnant touJours Jusqu’au temps oU quelque p.uplt 
plus CclairC que lcs autres communlqucra la lumlcre dt 
prochc en procht, epres mlllc slecles dt tenebres, et 
qu'll st trouvcre dans dcs climats barbarcs des ames 
hCrolques qui auroit la force et la perseverance dt 
changer !cs brutcs en hammc8." (p' 375)

Going quickly to Russia, Voltaire gives a great deal of praise 

Cethcrlnc II for th. impravemcnts wh^h she had carritd

4supna, p' 78'
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out, concluding:

"Ainsi elle a meri^e le titre de mere de la patrie, et 
elle,aYra celui de bienfaitrice du genre humato si elle 
persevere." (p. 378)

Apart fr°m her tolerance and c°mpassion towards her own people, "notre 

souveraine a une autre gloire: elle a fait marker des armees pour 

apporter la paix, pour empecher les hommes de se nuire, pour les f°rcer 

a se supporter les uns les autres." (p. 378) This is a reference to 

Catoertoe's toto^e^ton in Poland in 1?6? supposedly to bring tol

erance. Jean !abre, analysing Voltaire's mo^ves to supporttog 
Cathertoe, sugg^ts1 he may have been influenced by gifts of money 

and luxuries which she sent him during the same year, and certainly 

Catherine seems to have gone out of her way to keep Voltaire's 

enthusiasm alive.

Whatever the case, Voltaire appears to have been misguided in 
his faith in Catherine's motives. Already on the 27 „ February, 1767, 

Voltaire was beginning to suspect that all was not quite as had at first 

appeared, and in a letter to Catherine he says:

"Je ne suis pas fait pour penetrer dans vos secrets d'etat, 
mais je serais bien attrape si Votre Majeste n'etait pas 
d'accord avec le Roi de Pologne." (Best. 13097)

2It has already been suggested that this may have been the cause of the 

quarrel between Voltaire and Madame Geoffrin, although it was not until 

after the kidnapping of the king of Poland in 1771 that Voltaire began 

to feel that he had been deceived. After 1772 there began the partition

1j. Fabre, "St^istos-Auguste Pontotowsto et 1*Europe des lum^res" , 
Publications de la Faculte des Lettres de 1hunj-versite de Strasbourg.
1952, p. 320.

2Supra, p. 76.
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of Poland and the true matives of Catherine and Frederick began to emerge.

It ls 8ignificant that by 1775 Voltaire could write on the 155^ February

"Je fus attrape cornrne un quand je crus bonnement, avant
la guerre des Tures, que l’imperatrice de Russie s’entendait 
avec le roi de Pologne pour faire rendre jus^ce aux dissidents 
et pour etablir seulement la liberte de conscience.” (Mol. 48, p. 133) 

Voltaire had failed to realize that the wars and wrongs of enlightenment 

ideals could be as misguided and cruel as those of any religion. The 

enthusiasm of La Princesse de Babylone had grown very sour a few years 

later.

In Scandinavia, Voltaire’s admiration continues to make itself 

apparent, noting the liberal situation in Sweden, where the king’s 

power had been reduced to nothing after the revolution of 1720, and 

Voltaire accurately foretells the events of 1772 when Gustavus III 

restored the power of the monarchy. In 1767 Gustavus had been living 

in France and had gained a reputation of being ’’digne de commander a 

une nation libre.” (p. 378) In Denmark, Voltaire remarks on the peace

ful reign of Christian VII, a correspondent of Voltaire, although he is 

known to have been a degenerate and morbid king.

Returning to the subject of P^l-ind, Voltaire adds a word of 

praise for Stanislas-Auguste Poniatowski whom he sees as "un pilote 

environne d’un eternel orage; et cependant le vaiBseau ne se brisait 

pas, car le prince etait un excellent pilote." (p. 379)» A ■ 'ain Voltaire 

was to change from warm enthusiasm to cold disappointment, and after 

1771 he wrote no more letters to Stanislas.

North Germany was the scene of more enlightenrnent and b^h 

Amazan and Forrnosante admire ’"Les progres que la rai^Ji et la phila- 

sophic faisaient dans le Nord." (p. 379) which was found in the many 
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princes brought up "dans la connaissance de la morale universelle, et 

dans le mepris des superstitions." (p. 379) This enlightment had shown 

itself in the abolition of the monasteries, n act for which Frederick 

earned the praise of Voltaire in 17671,

Votre idee de l'attaquer [la superstition} par les moines 
est d’un grand capitaine. Les moines une fois abolis, 
l'erreur est exposee au mepris universal." (Best. 13192) 

It is logical t at Voltaire should have included so much 

admiration for the countriec of the North, when he wrote La Princesse 

de Babylone at the same period that he could write the following to 

Catherine 5

"Un temps viendra, Madame, je le dis toujours, ou toute
la lumiere nous viendra du nord ... Les tenebres Ci^meriennes 
resteront en Espagne, et a la fin meme elle6 se dissiperont.
Vous ne serez ni oignons, ni chats, ni veau d’or, ni boeuf
Apis, vous ne serez point de ces dieux qu'on mange, vous etes 
de ceux qui donnent a manger." (Best. 13097)

Holland was traditionally a country of liberty and it was there 

that many French thinkers, as well as those from other lands, had taken 

refuge at one time or another. Amazan is pleased to find there "quelque 

faible image du pays des heureux Gangarides: la liberte, l’egalite, la 

proprete, l’abondance, la tolerance.” (p< 380), but having heard the 

praise of "une certaine lie, nomme Albion" (p. 380) he sets sail for 

England.

There Voltaire puts into the mouth of a member of parliament 

a brief resume of the British constitutional monarchy, showing the 

difficulties and struggles which were necessary before the present 

state could evolve. As he remarks:

Quoted in: Voltaire, L1Ingenu, (ed. W. R. Jones), Geneva: Droz, 
1957, p. 108.
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”Qu1 croirait quo do cot ab1me Opouva1tablo, do eo ehaos
do d1sBOns1onsJ d'atrocit0, d'1gnoraico ot do fanatiBme,
11 ost oifin results le plus parfa1t gouvornomoit pout-Otro 
qui soit aujourd’hul dais lo moido?” (p. 38M

Tho wrongs absoluto moiarehy are po1ntod out and the power of

tho Brit1sh navy is prated; tho BrRish ByBtom of law and the two-party 

form of government, tho advances ii British scientific knowledge and 

discoveries, all aro included by Voltaire oi a single page. Tho object 

is achieved and tho reader, with Amazan, cai leave Albion with rogrot, 

after finding so much that is praiseworthy thoro. Voltaire's admir

ation for England seems to have remained as strong as it was forty 

years before, and it certainly out-lived his enthusiasm for tho countries 

of tho North run by enlightonod despots.

The remaining countries aro not viewed from tho political 

angle, and it cai bo sooi, from what has boei said, that Voltaire's 

praise toidod to restrict itself to a few countries in the North. That 

his views towards them should have chaigod ii a fow years after writing 

La Prlicosso do Babyloie is relatively unimportant, for basically 

Voltaire's ideals lovor chai • od. Certainly he had been misguided enough 

to boLiovo that all was perfect ii tho lands of tho enlightened despots, 

but his hopes ii those directions remain legitimate aid aro universally 

applicable. Tolerance aid good government aro sought after as much 

f.oday as i1 the oightooith eontury, a1d ovon if m1ght bo s^id that

thoro aro many areas of enlightenme1t in the two1tioth coitury, tc» 

romaii, too, maiy aroas of Mtoiebros Cimmer1o1noB.

Tho ^^W1 devoted to the ^^^^h10^ co1te1t of "La Pr1ncoBse 

do Babylono has dw^istrerted, :i a pract1cal way, tho man1or in which tho 

Ph1lOBO'phOB workod. The d^egard of metaphyBiCal tlwugtit, tho concern for 
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th*  practical doctrine, the need to say something of universal application, 

th*  urge to spread the scientific spirit, Both in th*  realm of pur*  

science and in that of political thought, all these Belong in th*  work 

of i ' i11o6°hies An immediate reaction might be one of dismay at the 

variety and lack of single purpose, But in th*  context of th*  eighteenth 

century, th*  century of th*  Encyclopedlstes, philosophy took on a new sens*.  

The spirit of secularization, which is essential to Voltaire and his 

age, opened th*  way to a completely different attitude towards the 

world. It was But on*  step from the excitement of something new to 

th*  exuberance of revolution, and La Princesse de Babylone represents, 

more than any other of Voltaire's contes, th*  movement towards change 

and the Beginnings of the modern world as w*  know it today.
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CONCLUSION

iVin^g^e de Babylone has faults goes without question. 

There are errors in c^^r^Wc®, as well as an exaggerated amount of 

extraneo^ material. The abrupt end to the s'tory and the satirical 

aPPendix point to a hurried and careless ^nish. Yet these feult^ 

wi'thin the context of the eighteenth century, can and should be justified. 

Just as the works of Rabelais tend to suffer from the excitraent that 

was pecul iar to the early Renaissance writers, so La Princesse de 

Babylone and other works of Voltaire suffer from the spirit of the 

eighteenth century, which saw ideals within arm’s reach and accordingly 

leapt before it looked. The ability to compare, balance, and reach a 

reasonable conclusion, was something which grew out of the eighteenth 

century critical attitude, but the century was unable to use this for 

itself. In such a century it is a natural enough phenomenon that 

literature should suffer at the hands of the humanitarian.

Inasmuch as La Princesse de Babylone is the work of Voltaire 

the humanitarian, it shows little development from his earlier contes. 

This is to be expected, for the reasonable ideals postulated by Voltaire 

as early as Les Lettres philosophiques (173^) were unlikely to alter 

very radically. There is a change in Voltaire as far as his general 

attitude to the world is concerned, and La Princesse de Babylone shows 

a distinct optimism which, if not totally lacking in earlier works, was 

by no means very strong.

The change to a m°re positive optimisrn, replacing the weaker 

am^io^OT of the earlier period, refects; itself in the style of the 

wor^ and La Rri^e^e de Babylone, written by a rnan of seventy-four, 
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rarta someth1ng pew» Ccrtaln1y there were hiits f it es car1y as

Zadlg* as has bcen shown ln the study of the ^rn, apd thc lnfluence 

of othcr is iot to bt ignored' Y‘t f°r Voltes this contc

is an attcmpt at a sty1e not yct tr^d' Thc tote1 mlxture of fairy- 

ta1e aid iropy, a1rcady foupd lp o^11 q^rt^^s in other works, g1ves 

fresh apd to tht elghtccnth m1^^'

Thls ls not to say that L1 Prlncesse dt Beby1one ta^igs ui^u.ly 

th. eightcepth ^nt^y epd has po app^cB^on or rea1 interest for th‘ 

reader of thc twentieth century, BCnac, li his introduction to the 

coitcs, has this to say about thc modernity of Voltaire’s talcs:

’’Commc toutcs les ocuvrcs dt Voltaire, ils nous suggCrent 
uit ldtc simple: ils nous apprcnicit B crier quaid nous 
vayan8 tuer un homme ou ettcntcr B sa dignltC, sans qu’ll 
eit rCcllcment rien fait de rCprChenslblc coitre la morale 
ou 1’ordrc social, C’tst pour cele que le tcmps n’est pas 
encorc venu ou l’or. pourre st passer d’cux»”1

It is true that thc ideals of humanism which grew li the eighteenth 

century ere equally valid today, but there is another reason which 

Justifies the reading of Voltaire and particularly that of thc contes, 

This reason stems from the attitude behind the work aid the spirit 

which moved Voltaire to write it, This attitude is one of criticism, 

almost of cynicism, aid it is part of the critical spirit which allows 

man to look twice at tht picture of thc world in front of him, seeing 

each time something different end enabling him to choose rather than 

merely to accept,

It has been seen why Voltalrc adopted tht conte foro li tht 

first lista-icc aid how he used existing genres for his own purposes, 

The style of La Princesse de Babylone _ hes been studied aid it has been 

■lbid,t p' xx1,
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shown how closely the style is linked with the philosophical content.
I

The whole work, whether written hurriedly or not, bears the mark of 

genius, both in its closel!y-knit harmony of texture and in its
/ ‘ I I

universality of application« I That it belongs very much to the eight-
/ ' *

eenth century is certain, and that it is the work of the foremost of
I

the Philosophes is equally certain. That it has an application to the 

twentieth century as well, is not a contradiction in ideas, for in many 

respects the thought of the eighteenth century fits the pattern of the 

present day more than that of the nineteenth century.

How close the work is to Voltaire’s own time has been demon

strated by the number of references to contemporary events at various 

points in the conte. The correspondence, particularly of 1767, mentions 

almost all the subjects that appear in La Princesse de Babylone and it 

is not at all surprising that the work should have been written when 

it was. What is astonishing is that Voltaire, although aware that the 

conte was not counted among the ’’respectable” literary genres, should 

make no mention of it in his letters before the time of publication.

It is even more astonishing that, at a time when he was concerned with so many 

other things, he shou}.d have found it possible to pr°duce a work such 

as La princesse de Babylone. It may not rank among the best of Voltaire’s 

contes, but it is certainly among the most arausing and ir°nically 

light-hearted.
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