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Outre les Varia, ce numéro de la Revue Voltaire s'appuie sur deux dossiers.

La premiere longue section, « Le “premier Voltaire” », tourne le regard de la
critique a 'exact opposé du Voltaire largement étudié récemment, c’est-a-dire
le Voltaire des débuts. Cet aspect a longtemps été négligé par le paradigme
évolutionniste de la critique et par 'information peu abondante sur la période
1714-1726: celle-ci commence avec la seconde Querelle des Anciens et des
Modernes, les débuts de La Henriade et la premiére tragédie, (Edipe; sil'on peut
sarréter a 1726, avec le départ pour 'Angleterre, les contributions rappellent les
prolongements au-dela sur le plan esthétique et sur celui de I'histoire des idées.
Cette section restitue le jeune écrivain aux interrogations singuliéres de la période
rococo, dans une époque toute en complexité esthétique et intellectuelle, avant
I'émergence des Lumiéres. La seconde section, « Voltaire et la correspondance »,
sinterroge sur le commerce des idées, le « trafic des pensées » (Frédéric II), qui
innerve ce corpus impressionnant — I'oeuvre la plus conséquente de Voltaire.
Il y a Ia un échange d’idées ol chacun dresse un portrait de lui-méme, ot
se dégage un « effet Voltaire », une caution intellectuelle. Deux contributions
finales examinent les premiéres éditions de la correspondance et 'image que les
éditeurs présentent du philosophe.
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Voltaire et la Correspondance

Section coordonnée par Nicholas Cronk






PREFACE

Nicholas Cronk

Voltaire Foundation, University of Oxford

The 2015 ISECS Congress, held in Rotterdam, focused on the theme of trade
and commerce, and correspondence networks emerged as a recurrent topic of
the meeting, starting with the plenary lecture given by Dan Edelstein, who
spoke about an ongoing project to use Electronic Enlightenment’s metadata
to describe eighteenth-century epistolary social networks. The papers brought
together here were presented at a panel organised by the Voltaire Foundation
and the Société des études voltairiennes devoted specifically to Voltaire’s
correspondence. The metaphor of epistolary commerce is of course familiar
to Voltaire, who uses the expression commercium epistolicum in a letter to
Frederick to refer to their own exchanges of letters (20 May 1738, D1506;
the same expression appears in a letter to Thiriot, D1717). This is at an early
stage in their epistolary relationship, and Voltaire is seemingly picking up on
a theme first developed by Frederick: ‘Etre en correspondance Cest étre en
trafic de pensées, mais j’ai cet avantage de notre trafic, que vous me donnez de
retour de lesprit et des vérités (19 November 1737, D1392). A few weeks later,
Frederick returns to his subject: ‘Il serait a souhaiter que tout commerce pit
étre un trafic de vérité ; mais combien y a-t-il dhommes capables de I'écouter ?’
(25 December 1737, D1413). It seems fitting that the young Frederick should
speculate in this way with Voltaire about the ideal of intellectual exchange.
Reality would come to temper this idealism, of course: the older Voltaire still
has recourse to the image of epistolary commerce, but the patriarch of Ferney
takes the metaphor literally, lamenting that the trade in ideas is anything but a
free trade: ‘Mon village de Ferney envoie tous les ans pour cent mille francs de
marchandises au bout du monde, et ne peut pas envoyer une pensée a Paris,’
he writes to Mme Du Deffand. ‘Le commerce des idées est de contrebande’
(13 August 1773, D18511).

How we understand Voltaire’s trade in ideas will depend very much on the
particular correspondent we have in mind, and two of the papers here focus
on a specific sub-corpus within the overall correspondence. The letters to the

211
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chevalier de Jaucourt, studied by Nicholas Cronk,* hardly seem a promising
subject because they are so few in number, but now that ten letters in all have
been identified (compared with only one letter in the first Besterman edition),
this corpus provides an interesting case-study for the way in which new letters
can be discovered, and known letters be ‘rediscovered” when their addressee
can be reassigned. There is certainly now a suflicient body of evidence for us
to be able to characterise the (predominantly epistolary) relationship between
Voltaire and Jaucourt, and to make a supposition about what seems to have
been its most concentrated moment.

The Marquis d’Argenson is a different matter, as here we have a corpus of
103 letters extending over many years and ranging widely over matters including
international affairs. Andrew Jainchill?> demonstrates how each partner in this
epistolary trade has a vested interest in its success, exemplifying nicely what
Christiane Mervaud writes about epistolary protocols: “Tous [les auteurs]
connaissent le bon usage de cet acte de la vie sociale qui se situe au carrefour
de la relation avec autrui et de la représentation qu'on entend donner de soi-
méme.’3 Voltaire’s exchanges with Jaucourt, though their friendship seems
sincere, are essentially letters of business: Jaucourt is performing an essential
service in acting as Voltaire’s agent with a printer in the Low Countries, and
Voltaire responds with appropriate gratitude; when Jaucourt's usefulness comes
to an end, so too (so far as we can tell, given the present state of our knowledge)
does their correspondence. Unlike these somewhat utilitarian exchanges, those
with D’Argenson possess considerable intellectual interest and moreover have
an evident importance for each man’s career: Voltaire undoubtedly covets the
advantage of the protection of a figure at court from a famous family, while
D’Argenson, ultimately more gifted as a thinker than as a politician, seeks
the cultural validation that a public connection with Voltaire brings. For this
epistolary relationship is a matter of public knowledge: Voltaire would never
have dreamed of publishing his letters to Jaucourt, but he sets considerable store
by his letters to D’Argenson, singling out for comment their sheer number (‘une
trés grande quantité) in the Commentaire historique. Letters do not have to be
published to be famous, or useful.

It is impossible to understand the significance of Voltaire’s correspondence
without taking account of his unprecedented celebrity, as recently described

1 N.Cronk, ‘Voltaire and the Chevalier de Jaucourt: the lessons of an epistolary corpus’, below,
pp.215-28.

2 A.Jainchill, ‘Politics, patronage, and peace: the correspondence of Voltaire and the Marquis
d’Argenson’, below, pp.229-40.

3 ‘Unjeude lettres:jeuxetenjeux’, in Voltaire : Un jeu de lettres, 1723-1778, ed. Nicholas Cronk
et al. (Orléans, Paradigme, 2011), p.42.



by Antoine Lilti.# For D’Argenson, the mere fact of being known to be a
correspondent of Voltaire brought with it a certain intellectual cachet; and
surprisingly, even Voltaire’s death does not entirely change this state of affairs.
Kelsey Rubin-Detlev shows how correspondents of the highest social status,
monarchs like Catherine the Great no less, found it expedient to use the
name of the deceased philosophe as a ‘token of exchange’: attributing views
to Voltaire became a sort of rhetorical short-cut for evoking the authority of a
certain Enlightenment élite.® Voltaire’s letters sometimes participate genuinely
in the ‘trafhc of intellectual exchange; but with the passing of time and the
growth of his celebrity, the “Voltaire effect means that a network made up
of a multiplicity of epistolary voices is transformed into a monovocal and
monolithic correspondence, with an objectified symbolic value all of its own.

Voltaire published a small number of carefully selected letters — and the
Correspondance littéraire circulated even more, albeit for an élite readership —
but it is the Kehl editors who in 1784 effectively ‘invent the Correspondence.
In assembling a corpus of some 4,500 letters which they placed at the end of the
edition, their aim was to provide a complement to the rest of Voltaire’s euvre
and of course to present the great man in the most glowing light possible. As
Linda Gil argues, Beaumarchais, Condorcet and their colleagues have a clear
agenda in producing their path-breaking edition, and the Kehl correspondence,
presenting only letters from Voltaire, is clearly designed to underpin the
ideological stance of the edition as a whole. ¢ This version of the correspondence,
with all its merits, certainly does not set out to capture the essence of what is
perhaps the Enlightenment’s most remarkable — and untypical — epistolary
network.”

On the long road leading from the Kehl edition, that first created Voltaire’s
correspondence, to Theodore Besterman, who (in addition to founding
ISECS) recreated the correspondence for us (twice!), the single most important
intellectual contribution is that made by Beuchot. His edition of the collected
works appeared between 1829 and 1834, and Nicolas Morel reveals the extent
and importance of Beuchot’s editorial work in preparing the correspondence
for this publication, establishing the texts with new accuracy (in cases where
the Kehl editors had conflated two letters into one, for example), improving

4 A.Lilti, Figures publiques : invention de la célébrité (1750-1850) (Paris, Fayard, 2014).

5 K.Rubin-Detley, ““What Would Voltaire Say?”: Voltaire’s exchange value in the correspondence
of Catherine the Great’, below, pp.241-52.

6 L. Gil, ‘La Correspondance de Voltaire dans I’édition de Kehl : le commerce des idées’,
henceforth pp.253-70.

7 See Christophe Cave’s discussion in ‘Le réseau épistolaire voltairien’, in Réseaux de
correspondance a I’Age classique (xvie-xviie siécle), ed. P.-Y. Beaurepaire, J. Haseler and
A. McKenna (Saint-Etienne, Publications de 'université de Saint-Etienne, 2006), pp.237-50.
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and extending the existing annotation, and for the first time placing the letters
in one chronological sequence.® Beuchot declared that he found Voltaire’s
correspondence ‘la partie la plus curieuse de ses ceuvres,” and his scholarly
contribution in this area has been underappreciated. To the Kehl editors falls
the honour of producing the first edition of Voltaire’s correspondence; but it is
perhaps no exaggeration to say that Beuchot produced the first modern edition.

214

8 N. Morel, ““N’est-ce pas la plus étonnante ?” Beuchot, Cayrol et la Correspondance de
Voltaire’, below, pp.271-83.



