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        PREFACE

      

      

      Voltaire’s antagonism towards the Bible is evident from many of the articles of the Dictionnaire philosophique.
 Because the Dictionnaire
 is one of the most widely read of Voltaire’s sorties against l’infâme
 his anti-Biblical bias is better known than the contributions to Bible studies which appear in more neglected works. Conservative critics like the late Henri Daniel-Rops and Jean Steinmann, for both of whom the entire 18th century was anathema, have condemned Voltaire’s Bible criticism for the superficiality which, they allege, his bias imposed upon him.1
 As sympathetic a critic as Professor René Pomeau concurs in their judgement even though he does not accept its premise and has begun to defend Voltaire’s critical astuteness.2
 It is curious that Voltaire is, at the same time, the victim of so diametrically opposed points of view. Professors Pomeau and Arnold Ages tend to interpret Voltaire’s compulsive preoccupation with the Bible, the many Scriptural citations in his correspondence and the few positive if not terribly flattering remarks they have found 
in his œuvre
 as signs of a love relationship that complemented his phobia.3


      The first position ignores the considerable acumen and prescience that Voltaire’s Bible criticism displays and construes his negative judgements upon the Bible invidiously by isolating them from his general moral, philosophical and literary prejudices. Even Lanson, who subsumed Voltaire’s Bible studies within a treatment of the historical works, was more conscious of the inaccuracies, naïvetés
 and errors than of the critical achievements which are mentioned concessively, as though they were of slight value and beyond rehabilitation except, perhaps, by comparison with Voltaire’s predecessors and contempories, Bossuet, Calmet, Larcher, Guénée and even Montesquieu, who were all still less advanced in method and approach than he.4
 Lanson’s point of view reflects Renan’s assessment of Voltaire.5
 Writing in the full flush of 19th-century confidence in the source-critical methods, Renan deprecated Voltaire’s polemics to enhance his own “science
” by contrast. Polemic — argument against a set of 
propositions — was Voltaire’s strength and technical scholarship, the area that Renan sought to claim for his own criticism, its weakest element. Despite the intuitions whose occasional brilliance Renan admitted, Voltaire had refused Jean Astruc’s critical schema which is the ancestor of the higher criticism. In addition, Renan blamed the abortion of a promising tradition of Biblical scholarship in France upon the contesting influences of Bossuet and Voltaire. Thus it is not surprising that he did not esteem Voltaire’s criticism whose better moments are scattered among so many of the works of his last twenty years that, given Renan’s original researches, he probably never had the time or interest to read the half of them.

      The second position which is associated with Professors Pomeau and Ages completes the defamation of Voltaire. By attributing to a supposed bibliolatry the passages in which Voltaire showed some sympathy for a Biblical character or an appreciation of Biblical style, they suggest that Voltaire’s criticism is schizophrenic, alternating between love and hate without a pivot of judicious examination. Between them, these two positions obscure the formidable logic, the striking hypotheses and the competent synthesis of an era’s criticism that are Voltaire’s contributions to the field of Bible studies.

      In one respect, it is not surprising that students of Voltaire should have dealt so ungenerously with his Bible studies. The late Aldous Huxley wrote about the curious but ever so common asynchronism of a man’s artistic, intellectual and religious tastes.6
 Voltaire himself offered a fine illustration of that phenomenon when he remarked that in chanting the Davidic Psalms to invoke God’s aid against France’s enemies of the moment, “Nous sommes des Juifs à vêpres comme nous sommes des païens à l’opéra.”7
 Just such an asynchronism is evident in Voltaire’s 
own work, certain of whose aspects and aspirations were premature by as much as a century, while others bore the resonances of nearly forgotten controversies. Although the objectives and techniques of Voltaire the polemicist are consonant with the general directions of his thought, he was obliged to strain to sustain their thrust because of the insufficient corpus of fact and theory about the Bible and its times at his disposal. He tried to establish contradictions between the Bible and science, between Scripture and history, when neither was adequately developed in precisely those areas where it could have been marshaled into the service of Voltaire’s polemic. Newton and the English scientists upon whom Voltaire relied for his science had piously tried to ally physics and the Bible. The most relevant disciplines, geology and biology, were to remain in apologetic hands until the publication of Lyell’s Principles of geology
 (1830-33) and Darwin’s Origin of the species
 (1859). When, in the course of his defense of science against the religiously motivated criticism of evolutionary theory, Thomas Henry Huxley began to attack the common assumptions about the Bible, its historicity and the credibility of its cosmology, he could invoke and cite a relevant, historical and critical repertoire : Egyptian and Mesopotamian inscriptions had already begun to yield up their secrets and the higher criticism had decomposed the Bible more pervasively than the lower criticism which was Voltaire’s heritage from the 17th century. Voltaire could only compensate for a century’s deficiency in three independent and complex fields by intuition and invention. Inevitably he was often wrong in detail. But even when he blundered it was usually in the direction that subsequent textual and anthropological research have followed.

      It is hardly surprising that Voltaire’s Bible criticism has lacked defenders. Voltaire was not an appropriate patron for 19th-century biology ; nor could Renan, anxious as he was to cover his theories with the mantle of impartial science, mollify his opponents by claiming the implacable enemy of l’infâme
 as a spiritual ancestor. It is rather more surprising that Andrew D. White ignored Voltaire in his History of warfare of science with theology
 
in Christendom
 (1896), even though his exploration of medieval superstitions was largely an extension of Voltaire’s own enterprise. Evidently White, liberal Christian that he was, could not digest Voltaire’s denial of the Bible’s value, even though he himself was hard pressed to defend it in the face of his own strictures.

      The aim of this book is not to study the influence of Voltaire’s Bible criticism upon subsequent intellectual history, but merely to demonstrate that it was a distinguished intellectual enterprise in its own right because it coherently organized a large body of facts and ideas. To be sure, Voltaire used, abused, invented8
 and exaggerated his science into a polemic. But it is the intellectual structure underlying the occasional bombast and frequent fantasy that will be considered here. Within his own lifetime Pierre Henri Larcher ticked off Voltaire’s historical errors, and the Abbé
 Antoine Guénée defended the Bible against Voltaire’s errors, censure and perspicacity. There is no need to renew any of those controversies.

      There is, however, a need to examine the strategy of Voltaire’s criticism in the light of the apolegetic traditions that conditioned it and even to define it in terms of its themes, techniques and conclusions. The many source-studies in this area that have followed Professor Norman Torrey’s excellent Voltaire and the English Deists
9
 have all touched on these matters. One has Professor Ira Wade’s bibliographic marvel, The Clandestine organization and diffusion of philosophical ideas in France between 1715 and 1750,
10
 Professor Morehouse’s Voltaire and Jean Meslier
,11
 Professor Wade’s Voltaire and Mme du Châtelet
,12
 
H. T. Mason’s Pierre Bayle and Voltaire,
13
 and the monograph by Professor Arnold Ages, Voltaire, Calmet and the Old Testament
.14
 Not surprisingly, the broadest and most readable essay in this field is by Voltaire himself, the Lettres à Mon. le Prince de B***
.
 In the traditional form of erudite letters, Voltaire investigated one stream of sources for his criticism : the current of learned libertinage
 from the Renaissance Italians through such Reformation figures as Ulrich von Hutten and Rabelais, to his own contemporary, Marie Huber.

      As the number of source-studies of Voltaire’s contemporaries and near-contemporaries increases, one comes to realize that one is dealing with a writer of profoundly synthetic tendencies and that what Professor Morehouse called “the deep and wide reservoir of European literature”15
 has been filtered out by the source-studies and assigned or attributed to the transmitters and popularizers closest in time and circumstance to Voltaire, while often ignoring the more distant innovators. A complete historical evaluation of the sources of Voltaire’s Bible criticism must go back, beyond Calmet, Fréret, the Deists and the Clandestines, back to the early denials of Providence and Christianity in De Natura deorum
 and Contra Celsum
,16
 Fortunately, in the area of technical criticism, which is the principal subject of this book, one need rarely seek sources beyond the Renaissance development of techniques for the edition of the classics and their 17th-century application to the Scriptures. But even within that limitation it would require a Voltaire or a Strachey to savor the many ironies of the critical legacy of the 17th century. Sincere scholars of varying degrees of orthodoxy explored 
Orientalia in order to defend Bible and their confessions. In the course of their studies they engaged in such fiercely effective controversies that they even destroyed their common ground and furnished a more radical generation of Deists and Clandestines with the intellectual arms to attack the larger religious structure.

      The history of the development of scientific Bible criticism from Grotius to Voltaire is both too complex and too interesting to be sacrified to the traditional introductory chapter. There will, therefore, be no attempt here even to sketch that material for its own sake. It would have been convenient to suppress all historical considerations. This was not done for two reasons. Unless the reader is already expert in these matters, an analysis of Voltaire’s Bible criticism without any points of reference to earlier criticism would have been singularly opaque. They tend to define and illustrate the modes of criticism available to Voltaire. Ignoring the anterior tradition would have belied the synthetic character of Voltaire’s criticism. Besides, the time has come to recognize the contributions of the 17th-century Biblical scholars to the intellectual life of the Enlightenment, even if they can not be presented in detail within the scope of this study. By the same token, were all references to post-Voltairian Bible study suppressed on the grounds of irrelevance, then one would slight an imagination in many regards well in advance of its time and ignore significant lines of continuity between 18th- and 19th-century Bible studies.

      Once the area and aims of this book were set, its plan was largely determined. Chapter I will examine the repertoire of Voltaire’s Bible criticism in order to suggest both its bulk and importance in his œuvre.
 Chapter II deals with Voltaire’s analytic criticism, the distinctions he drew between a primitive Biblical text and the layers of theology, interpretation and legend that had accrued to it. Chapter III deals with the curious mélange
 of polemic and historical hypotheses which characterize Voltaire’s attacks on the authenticity of the Pentateuch. His synthesis of 17th-century criticism, which tended to demonstrate 
that the Pentateuchal text was not entirely Mosaic, required an alternative, a natural history of the text which anticipated certain of the hypotheses of the “higher criticism” of the Graf-Wellhausen school, if not its method. Chapters IV and V deal with Voltaire’s attempt to deny the veracity of Biblical history and revelation by applying the controls of science and history, such as they were available to him, and the control of his own incredulity. Chapter VI deals with the vacuity Voltaire discovered in the Scriptures as a result of having purged them of their errors and, in particular, of their myths and theologies, that is to say the conscious and unconscious adaptations of the Bible to the needs and tastes of its readers. This vacuity resulted in Voltaire’s unfavorable comparisons of the Bible to Greek religion because the Greek tradition had not yet been subject to so searching a study, and he inevitably read it through the traditions whose equivalents he had purged from the Bible. Chapter VII defends Voltaire against the charge of invidious prejudice by demonstrating the conflicting values which explain his claim that the Bible was not only unedifying but also contained cruel teachings and obscene passages.

      I should like to express my profound gratitude to the teachers and friends who have helped me in the various stages of this work. Professor Jean Sareil suggested it, Professor Gita May sponsored it and had the patience to let me talk it out before her several times while I formulated my ideas. Professor Jean-Albert Bédé read an earlier draft, corrected and edited it meticulously. They were joined on a faculty jury by Professor Arthur Dante and Professor Theodor Gaster. I am indebted to them all for their many suggestions and criticisms. I hope that I have incorporated them all in this text without adding too many errors. I have had the priviledge of drawing upon the erudition of Rabbi Dr. Solomon Grayzel and Rabbi Dr. Mayer Herskovics in matters of Jewish history and rabbinics. They made free of their time and expertise without trying to influence my inquiries and conclusions, so that no responsibility for the opinions and errors of this thesis can be imputed to them. Because 
of the dispersion of some of the books consulted in the preparation of this work I have had the pleasure, and indeed it has been a pleasure, of studying in many libraries. I should like to thank in particular the Union Theological Seminary Library, the Columbia University Library, the New York Public Library and especially its very expert Miss Claire Schumacher. During a year in Paris, I used the Bibliothèque Nationale, the Sainte Geneviève, the Archives Nationales, and especially the Mazarine, where Madame Oury lead me to the works of Etienne Fourmont.

      My mother typed several drafts of this work and my father helped me edit them. I am profoundly grateful for their competent work and for the unfailing patience with which they reworked pages and chapters every time a felicitation suggested itself or an error was called to my attention.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      THE REPERTOIRE

      In scanning the repertoire of Voltairean Bible criticism one finds the paradox that while there is substantial evidence demonstrating an interest in matters Biblical as early as the Henriade
 and the Lettres philosophiques,
 and while Scriptural verses are cited, paraphrased and parodied with increasing frequency in the correspondence, Voltaire did not publish any serious criticism until the Sermon des cinquante
 in 1761.1
 The only exception that I have found is the scathing essay, “Juifs,” that first appeared in the fifth volume of the Collection complète de Mr. de Voltaire
 of 1756. It is more a critique of Josephus than of the Bible, and looks to Tacitus for its inspiration. The opening lines suggest that it was written for Mme du Châtelet but the editors of Kehl prefaced it to the two sections on the Jews in the Questions sur l’Encyclopédie.
 It eventually became an entry in the Beuchot and the Moland editions of the Dictionnaire philosophique.



      The relative security of Ferney and the provocation of the Calas, Sirven and la Barre affaires explain why an assault on the Bible became possible and opportune in the 1760’s. They cast little light on Voltaire’s simultaneous acquisition of a Biblomanie
 and a varied thematic repertoire : one can sometimes identify the appearance of some new material in midstream,2
 but there are no tentative efforts ; the Sermon des cinquante
 bursts upon us, as concentrated and mature an effort in its genre as Voltaire was to write.

      Professors Wade and Pomeau try to escape from the biographical incongruity of an obsession acquired after the age of sixty, and then pursued with full intellectual vigor, by postulating an intermediate stage in Voltaire’s career as a Bible critic. They claim that under the stimulus of Mme du Châtelet Voltaire took extensive notes on Biblical subjects and wrote the Sermon des cinquante
 among other works, but that her prudence prevented him from publishing them at that time.3
 While biographical schematism is accommodated, the documentation is relatively weak. Grimm and Mme de Grafigny both wrote that Voltaire and the marquise indulged in over-the-breakfast-table Bible criticism and Voltaire once referred to a commentary she wrote, but that is as far as the evidence goes.4
 Professor Wade adduced substantial similarities between a series of manuscript Examens
 of each book of the Bible acquired by the Troyes library and attributed to Mme du Châtelet5
 and Voltaire’s very late La Sainte Bible enfin expliquée
 (1776). He concluded that Voltaire’s Bible commentary was at least begun at Cirey.6
 As much could be assumed for the earlier “Genèse” (1765) of the Dictionnaire philosophique,
 although the textual affinities are not quite as close. Professor Pomeau goes so far as to assure us that Voltaire took extensive notes on Biblical questions and prepared drafts of the material that was to be published from Ferney as much as twenty or thirty years later.7
 That Voltaire in fact did take notes on Biblical matters is both probable and not especially significant from a biographical point of view. He had a life-long habit of annotating his books and there are many entries on Biblical subjects as early as the English notebooks that Mr. Besterman has edited.8
 It would have been remarkable if Voltaire had refrained from taking notes on Biblical questions, or indeed on any others, but neither Professor Wade nor professor Pomeau succeeds in attaching any of them to the Cirey period.

      The Examens
 do exist, though. The evidence of provenience is inadequate but Professor Wade regards them as autograph9
 and M. Pomeau accepts the attribution while denying that they are in the marquise’s handwriting.10
 There are a few interjections, “Comme dit M. de Voltaire, ‘Ce n’est pas ma faute…’”11
 which need not prove the author to have been more than a social acquaintance, and, considering Voltaire’s celebrity, may not prove even that.

      Assuming the attribution is correct — and there is no good reason to doubt it even if the handwriting is not the marquise’s — the affinities between the Examens
 and the Bible enfin expliquée
 are neither so close nor so pervasive as to require that Voltaire wrote his own Bible commentary at Cirey. Calmet, the Benedictine commentator whose erudition so often exceeded his judgment, is a major source for the Examens
 and serves as source and subject for much of the Bible enfin expliquée.
 That alone would account for any number...
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