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[CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO VOLTAIRE:

INTRODUCTION TO PORTUGUESE-LANGUAGE EDITION]
________________

PREFACE
VOLTAIRE AND THE PORTUGUESE-SPEAKING WORLD

In the year of Voltaire’s death, 1778, the Portuguese critic Francisco Dias Gomes (1745-95) wrote a long elegy Na Morte de Mr. de Voltaire, published later in his Obras Poéticas in 1799. This work, with its extensive prose notes, shows a deep knowledge of Voltaire’s work. Dias Gomes is unable to discuss the contes and the satirical anti-religious poems, and he is understandably reticent on the topic of Voltaire’s innovative ideas about philosophy and history, but on the positive side, he surveys the whole range of the philosophe’s writing, discussing tragedy, comedy, history, light verse and literary criticism.
 Voltaire may have enjoyed a dangerous reputation, but Dias Gomes is at least able to demonstrate how prolific a writer he was. The tradition of translating Voltaire’s works into Portuguese began early,
 and of course continues to the present day.
 The first work by Voltaire to be translated into Portuguese, in 1739, was a work of history, the Histoire de Charles XII; the first play to be translated, Le Café ou l’Ecossaise, appeared in 1762. The contes had to wait until the nineteenth century before appearing in translation, beginning with Zadig in 1815. The first translation of Candide was published in Lisbon, possibly in 1836, with a title which brings the work home to its readers: Candido, ou o optimismo, ou o philosofo enforcado em Lisboa pelos inquisidores, e apparecendo depois em Constantinopla nas Galés. The translator even took the trouble to add some notes, explaining that there was in fact no autodafé in 1755, and defending the reputation of the university of Coimbra, which for his part he thought better than the Sorbonne… Voltaire, many of whose works were officially censored in 1770, was a prominent figure in the Enlightenment ‘culture wars’ in Portugal, and after 1780 an important ideological divide opened up between ‘Voltairophiles’ and ‘Voltairophobes.’

The culture of Portugal and Brazil has deeply marked the work of Voltaire. Very early on, in his Essay on Epic Poetry, Voltaire had become interested in The Lusiads of Camões. He wrote this Essay in England, in 1727, as a form of introduction to the edition of his epic poem La Henriade which was published that year in London. At that date, the poem of Camões had not yet been published in French translation, but Voltaire was able to read the work in the English translation of Sir Richard Fanshawe (1655). True, Tasso had earlier rendered hommage to the work of Camões in a sonnet; but it was Voltaire who played the determining role in making his epic poem known outside the Iberian peninsula. Voltaire certainly makes mistakes about Camões’ biography and about the history of Portugal in the sixteenth century. Importantly, however, he characterises the Lusiads as an epic poem different from all others, ‘a sort of epic poetry unheard of before’: right or wrong, it is this view of the poem as a modern philosophical epic which will command the attention of Europe during the eighteenth century and beyond;
 Voltaire’s view of the Portuguese poet was influential even in far-away Russia.


Later, when Voltaire came to write his universal history, the Essai sur les mœurs, he naturally took a close interest in the Portuguese-speaking world. He speaks of the history of Portugal in several chapters (chapters 64, 165, 177), and entire chapters are devoted to the discoveries (chapter 141) and to the history of Brasil (chapter 150). Voltaire’s personal voice (or prejudice) comes to the fore when he discusses Portugal in a chapter on the Inquisition (chapter 140), or when he describes the ‘loss’ of Brasil due to religious quarrels (chapter 151). Voltaire would later write about more recent Portuguese history in the Siècle de Louis XIV and its sequel, the Précis du siècle de Louis XV.


In 1755 Portugal became headline news across Europe. The philosopher Susan Neiman has described the Lisbon earthquake as the first ‘modern’ disaster: ‘The sharp distinction between natural and moral evil which now seems self-evident was born around the Lisbon earthquake and nourished by Rousseau.’ What was new about the earthquake was that it led to a debate between those (like Father Gabriel Malagrida) who saw in the disaster the hand of God, and those (like Ribeiro Sanches) who saw it simply as a natural disaster.
 The prime minister, the future marquis de Pombal, was a man of the Enlightenment, and he put his authority behind the position of Ribeiro Sanches: it is an irony worthy of Voltaire that Enlightenment public opinion would later be tempted to take the side of Malagrida against Pombal…
The earthquake in Lisbon occurred on 1 November 1755, and news of it took several weeks to reach Geneva: Voltaire’s first allusion to the tragedy is found in a letter to his banker Jean-Robert Tronchin, dated 24 November. His immediate reaction to the event sets the tone for his later treatment of the subject:

Quel triste jeu de hazard que le jeu de la vie humaine! que diront les prédicateurs, surtout si le palais de l’inquisition est demeuré debout? Je me flatte qu’au moins les révérends pères inquisiteurs auront été écrasez comme les autres. Cela devrait aprendre aux hommes à ne point persécuter les hommes, car tandis que quelques sacrez coquins brûlent quelques fanatiques la terre engloutit les uns et les autres. (D6597)

What a sad game of chance is the game of human life! what will the preachers say, especially if the palace of the Inquisition remains standing? I dare hope that the reverend father inquisitors will at least be crushed along with everyone else. That should teach mankind not to persecute their fellows, for while a few pious rascals are burning a few fanatics, the earth is swallowing up all of them. 

Voltaire’s response was immediate and visceral: within a week he had sent to his printer Cramer the manuscript of the Poème sur le désastre de Lisbonne, his philosophical response in verse to the natural disaster and to the problem of evil which it raised. These questions haunted him, and Voltaire continued to make additions to the Poème in subsequent editions. After the immediate response in verse came the more considered (but no less savage) response in prose: the earthquake (with an autodafé added by Voltaire for good measure) memorably occupies the early chapters of Candide (1759).
The Lisbon earthquake is remembered as an influential turning-point in Voltaire’s thinking about the problem of evil, but another event in Lisbon had arguably an even greater impact on his thought. In October 1761, Voltaire read in the Gazette de France about an autodafé which had occurred in Lisbon the previous month, in which the Inquisition had executed some forty-odd people, including an elderly Jesuit, Father Malagrida (the very same who had argued that the earthquake was God’s judgement on man). Voltaire tried hard to find out more details of the case, which was a complicated affair: unable to find Malagrida guilty of attempted regicide, the court had eventually condemned the Jesuit instead for heresy, on the basis of extremely flimsy, even ludicrous, evidence. There were evidently political ramifications which Voltaire could not have fully known but which he suspected: Malagrida was guilty in reality of being an opponent of the prime minister, Pombal, who feared the growing influence of the Jesuits at the court of Joseph I.
 Whatever the precise facts, it is clear that Voltaire found the burning of Malagrida an excessive punishment, and the justification given for it utterly absurd – as fantastic and fanatical as anything in Candide. As Voltaire wrote to his friends, the d’Argentals, ‘Encore un autodafé! dans ce siècle! et qui dira Candide?’ (‘Another autodafé! In this century! What would Candide say?’). This was life imitating art.
In late 1761, Voltaire published a fifteen-page brochure about the Malagrida affair, the Sermon du rabbin Akib, in which he adopted the voice of a Jew in order to sympathise about the cruelty visited by Catholics on each other. Intolerance is portrayed by this ‘Jewish’ speaker as an invention of the Christians. This brief text looks forward to many other polemical, anti-Christian texts of the 1760s, in particular the Traité sur la tolérance of 1763. Voltaire’s campaigns of the 1760s against judicial incompetence and in favour of religious tolerance are usually dated back to the Calas affair, which began with the execution of the Protestant Jean Calas in March 1762 for the alleged murder of his son. But there was a ‘Malagrida affair’ some months before there was ever a ‘Calas affair’. Voltaire’s magnificently ironical Sermon du rabbin Akib was an instant success, and the work was widely distributed, even in England, where it appeared many times in the press.
 Pombal, anxious to project a positive ‘Enlightened’ image of Portugal in Europe, and concerned about public opinion, published the sentence against Malagrida, and a justification for it, in French translation. But it was too late: Malagrida had achieved fame across Europe as a victim of the Inquisition, and moreover Voltaire’s name was linked indissolubly to his cause. From Pombal’s point of view, the publicity war was already lost.

Other writers took up the theme, and they took up the theme in Voltaire’s voice. In 1762, Henri-Joseph Dulaurens published in Amsterdam L’Oraison funèbre du K.P.G. Malagrida, prononcée dans la sainte chapelle par le R.P. Thunder den Tronck, jésuite: the jokey title, with its reference to Thunder den Tronck, the name of the baron in Candide, makes explicit the link to Voltaire. Meanwhile in the same year there appeared in London an Epître au chevalier d’Oliveyra, sur le dernier acte de foi de Lisbonne, a poem about the Malagrida affair which was immediately attributed to Voltaire. (In fact, we now know this pastiche to be the work of a Hugenot settled in London, Matthew Maty.) These works attest to the rapid fame of the Malagrida affair as well as to Voltaire’s role in launching it with his Sermon du rabbin Akib. Malagrida became unwittingly an almost comic figure, the Jesuit who was cruelly put to death by his fellow Catholics for almost accidental reasons of realpolitik; in this respect, he was not at all like Jean Calas, who could more easily be portrayed as an innocent and harmless victim. But both men were the victims of a spectacular miscarriage of justice fomented by religious intolerance: and this was the subject on which Voltaire, patriarch of Ferney, would campaign for the rest of his life. In his article ‘Supplices’ (1771) in the Questions sur l’Encyclopédie, Voltaire returns to the case of ‘un vieux fou de jésuite nommé Malagrida’ (‘a mad old Jesuit called Malagrida’) as an example of an execution which was not only cruel but utterly pointless. The execution of Malagrida stimulated Voltaire’s interest in questions of judicial intolerance, and it taught him about the power of public opinion. For both these reasons, the Malagrida affair, more even than the Lisbon earthquake, marks a pivotal turning point in Voltaire’s development as a writer.
Nicholas Cronk
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