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Essay Nr. 178:  Voltaire on Music
François Marie Arouet (1694 - 1778), known as Voltaire,
 was the son of a successful attorney and a lively and intelligent woman who hosted a minor salon in Paris.  His father advised him, “Literature is the profession of the man who wishes to be useless to society and a burden to his relatives, and to die of hunger.”  The son responded by becoming one of the most prolific writers of the Baroque, supporting his family and dying wealthy.  His works include drama, poetry, history, fiction and above all philosophy.

Voltaire arrived in Paris in 1715 as France was in transition from the era of Louis XIV to the regency for the young Louis XV.  His brilliant wit, and sharp tongue, soon brought him to the attention of high society and earned him several visits to the Bastille.  One comment remembered from this time followed an announcement that the regent, for reasons of the economy, had sold half the horses of the royal stables.  Voltaire suggested it might have been better if he dismissed half the asses at court!

Regarding the purpose of music, in Voltaire’s poetry there are several instances of the familiar reference to music’s ability to soothe.  In Voltaire’s poem, “The Maid of Orleans,” we find for example,

Paris felt sorrow at their fate so tragic,

And was consoled with comic Opera’s magic.
 

Similarly, in the poem, “The Nature of Pleasure,”

That man is born to a propitious fate,

Who to the muse his time can dedicate;

He from the tuneful art derives repose,

The Muse his anguish soothes, dispels his woes:

He laughs at all the follies of mankind,

And from his lyre a sure relief can find.
 

And again in Voltaire’s epic poem, “The Henriade,”

Thy accents too, sweet music, strike mine ear,

Music, descended from the heavenly sphere.

‘Tis thine to soothe, to soften, and control

Each wayward passion of the ruffled soul.
 

In Voltaire’s poem, “The Answer,” there is a reference to the purpose of music to communicate emotions which is especially interesting.  He uses a very ancient expression for music, “harmonious numbers,” as well as an often used metaphor in which the ear, and not the eye, is the passage to the heart.

Ye boys called Cupids by mankind,

Who whilst our meadows bloom in spring,

Inspire men love’s soft joys to sing,

Assist a poet with your skill,

The charms ‘twixt sense and rhyme to fill.

The enchanting pleasures well I know

Which from harmonious numbers flow;

The ear’s a passage to the heart,

Sound can to thought new charms impart....
 

In a letter to a connoisseur of art, Voltaire also reveals that he understood quite correctly the fundamental nature of music, that it communicates ‘passions’ and not the intellect.  It is not, he says, an idea. 

It seems to me that sculpture and painting are like music: they do not express ideas.  An ingenious song cannot be performed by a musician; and a clever allegory, intended only for the intellect, cannot be expressed either by the sculptor or the painter.  I believe that a subtle idea, in order to be represented, must be animated by passion, be characterized in a non-equivocal manner, and above all that the representation of this idea must be as pleasing to the eye as it is to the mind.
 

That music was an “idea,” or consisted of concepts, was propagated by the Scholastic tradition of the University of Paris.  This long professed dogma of “speculative music” demanded that music be judged by knowledge of theoretical concepts and not by the ear.  Voltaire makes fun of this idea in the course of a fictional debate among the inmates of the hospital Quinze Vingt.

A deaf man reading this short history, acknowledged that these blind people were quite wrong in pretending to judge of colors; but he continued firmly of the opinion that deaf people were the only proper judges of music.
 

Voltaire also makes a few observations about the development of musical style and traditions.  Two of these comments contain interesting references to Rameau.

The rude beginnings of every art acquire a greater celebrity than the art in perfection; he who first played the fiddle was looked upon as a demigod, while Rameau had only enemies.  In fine, men, generally going with the stream, seldom judge for themselves, and purity of taste is almost as rare as talent.
 

.....

“Easy” applies not only to a thing easily done, but also to a thing which appears to be so.  The pencil of Correggio is easy, the style of Quinault is much more easy than that of Despréaux, and the style of Ovid surpasses in facility that of Persius.

This facility in painting, music, eloquence, and poetry, consists in a natural and spontaneous felicity, which admits of nothing that implies research, strength, or profundity.  Thus the pictures of Paul Veronese have a much more easy and less finished air than those of Michelangelo.  The symphonies of Rameau are superior to those of Lully, but appear less easy.

Finally, twice Voltaire mentions music with regard to language.  The first is the case of a word whose musical roots are quite forgotten today. 

Enchantment (incantatio) comes, say some, from a Chaldee word, which the Greeks translate “productive song.”
 

The second instance contrasts the performer and composer.

The word able is applicable to those arts which exercise at once the mind and the hand, as painting and sculpture.  We say of a painter or sculptor, he is an able artist, because these arts require a long novitiate; whereas a man becomes a poet nearly all at once....

A mere player of an instrument is able; a composer must be more than able; he must have genius.
 

In his discussion of the various kinds of love, Voltaire points to the love of art, including music, as a kind of love which is without any reference to self.  In view of the fact that today we regard music as a fundamental means of expressing feeling, it is certainly incorrect to suggest that the listener receives nothing from his experience.

If we must pass from the thorns of theology to those of philosophy, which are not so long and are less piercing, it seems clear that an object may be loved by anyone without any reference to self, without any mixture of interested self-love....  We view some masterpiece of art, in painting, sculpture, architecture, poetry, or eloquence; we hear a piece of music that absolutely enchants our ears and souls; we admire it, we love it, without any return of the slightest advantage to ourselves from this attachment; it is a pure and refined feeling; we proceed sometimes so far as to entertain veneration or friendship for the author; and were he present should cordially embrace him.
 

In a very interesting comment on acoustics, Voltaire seems to have been unusually interested in the relativity of the perception of music as sound.

The harmony of a concert, to which you listen with delight, must have on certain classes of minute animals the effect of terrible thunder; and perhaps it kills them.
 

.....

He who, for the first time in his life, hears the noise of a cannon or the sound of a concert, cannot judge whether the cannon be fired or the concert be performed at the distance of a league or of twenty paces.  He has only the experience which accustoms him to judge of the distance between himself and the place whence the noise proceeds.  The vibrations, the undulations of the air carry a sound to his ears, or rather to his sensorium, but this noise no more carries to his sensorium the place whence it proceeds than it teaches him the form of the cannon or of the musical instruments.
 

Voltaire was clearly a participant in the discussion at this time of the relative merits of ancient and modern aesthetics in the arts.  In his essay, “Revolutions in the Tragic Art,” he writes of the functional role of music in religion in ancient times.

These public diversions were, among the Greeks, connected with their religious ceremonies.  It is well known that among the Egyptians, songs, dances and representations made an essential part of the ceremonies reputed sacred.  The Jews borrowed these customs from the Egyptians, as every ignorant and barbarous nation endeavors to imitate its learned and polite neighbors; hence those Jewish festivals, those dances of priests before the ark, those trumpets, those hymns, and so many other ceremonies entirely Egyptian.
 

In another place he speaks of functional music in both ancient Greece and modern Paris, in the latter case the songs of the street peddlers..

Law was promulgated in Athens nearly as in Paris we sing an air on the Pont-Neuf.  The public crier sang an edict, accompanying himself on the lyre.

It is thus that in Paris the rose in bud is cried in one tone; old silver lace to sell in another; only in the streets of Paris the lyre is dispensed with.
 

The philosophical debate over the artistic rules of the ancient Greeks and the “moderns” had continued since the 16th century.  Voltaire was struck by those who were so enamored by the past that they seemed oblivious to the accomplishments of their own era.  He singled out the Englishman philosopher, William Temple, as one who “closed his eyes to the wonders of his contemporaries, and opened them only to admire ancient ignorance.”
 

“What,” he says, “has become of the charms of that music which so often enchanted men and beasts, fishes, birds, and serpents, and even changed their nature?”  This enemy to his own times believed implicitly in the fable of “Orpheus,” and, it should seem, had never heard of the fine music of Italy, nor even of that of France, which do not charm serpents, it is true, but do charm the ears of the connoisseur.

In an interesting review of Renaissance music in France, Voltaire seems curiously uninformed of the scope of musical activity during the period of François I, in particular the important art music played by Les Grands Hautbois.  He also appears to have no knowledge of Machaut and his period.

The arts that do not depend absolutely upon the mind, such as music, painting, sculpture, architecture, etc., made but small progress in France before that period which we distinguish by the name of the age of Louis XIV.  Music was a yet in its infancy; all that we knew were some songs, and a few airs for the violin, the guitar, and the oboe, most of which were composed in Spain.  The taste, the skill of a Lully, amazed the world; he was the first who in France introduced bases, stops, and fugues.  However easy and simple his compositions may now appear, the execution of them must have cost him some trouble.  There are at this time a thousand people who understand music for one who was proficient in the days of Louis XIII, and the art has, by degrees, arrived at perfection.

What music may have gained in composition it seems to have lost in expression, for the modern refinements of this art are calculated to tickle the ear rather than wake or assuage the passions of the heart.

Few great towns are now without a public concert; whereas then there was not one, even in Paris.  The king’s orchestra, of twenty-four violins, was all the music of France.  The different species of science belonging to music, and its dependent arts, made such progress that, about the end of Louis XIV’s reign, the art of notating dances was invented; so that it may now be truly said we dance by book.
 

He makes several interesting references to the period of Louis XIV, beginning with a reference to the participation of the nobles.  By way of background, beginning at the end of the 16th century the fashionable thinking began to be that the noble could listen to music, but not actually be a performer.  Not only did being a performer require too much effort, which a gentleman does not expend, but there was also an inappropriate association with the professional musicians (who were considered of a lower class).
The word Academy became so celebrated that when Lully, who was a sort of favorite, obtained the establishment of his Opera, in 1692, he had interest enough to get inserted in the patent, that it was a Royal Academy of Music, in which Ladies and Gentlemen might sing without demeaning themselves.  He did not confer the same honor on the dancers; the public, however, has always continued to go the Opera, but never to the Academy of Music.
 

To one of his correspondents, Voltaire writes of the musical awareness of Louis XIV.

Do not regard Louis XIV merely as a happy man who had no part in the glory of his reign.  He alone reformed the taste of his Court in more than one field.  He chose Lully as his musician, depriving Lambert of his license because Lambert was mediocre and Lully was excellent.  He knew how to distinguish wit from genius.  He gave Quinault the subjects of his operas, directed the paintings of Le Brun, sustained Corneille and Racine against their enemies.
 

In one of his essays he suggests that one may judge the importance of past artists by observing the nature of their burial.

There is an immense difference between consecrated ground and profane...the value of the ground is increased in proportion to that of the man.  That in which Molière was interred has acquired reputation.  Now as this man was buried in a chapel, he cannot be damned, like Mademoiselle Le Couvreur and Romagnesi, who were buried upon the highway....  I have no doubt of the salvation of Jean Baptiste Lully, fiddler to the king’s sister, king’s musician, superintendent of the king’s music, who played in Cariselli and Pourceaugnac and was, moreover, a Florentine; he is gone to heaven as surely as I shall go thither myself; that is evident, for he has a fine marble monument at St. Eustache’s church: he was not thrown upon a dung-hill: fortune rules the globe.
 

Voltaire’s reading seems to have been so extensive that he noticed even some interesting trivia regarding music.  Of particular interest to us is the subject of the relationship between music and light, or color.  This was a topic discussed at length by Mersenne, but was also a subject taken very seriously by the great Isaac Newton.  Voltaire mentions Newton, but seems unaware of his interest in the association of light and music.

Thus, after Newton discovered the nature of light, Castel, to outdo him, suggests an ocular harpsichord.
 

This is a reference to the French mathematician, Castel, and his treatise Optique des Couleurs (1740), which discussed the correspondence between melody and color.  To demonstrate his theories, he apparently constructed an clavecin oculaire.

Another passage which caught our eye leaves us disappointed that Voltaire failed to provide more details.

I know that men have disorders in their brain.  We have seen a musician die mad, because his music did not appear good enough.
 

Voltaire rarely discusses specific performances or even circumstances of performance.  We find interesting one reference to the long tradition of sung poetry, which now in England had evolved into larger choral forms.

It is surely of all the employments in a great house, that which is the most useless.  The kings of England, who have preserved in their island many of the ancient usages which are lost on the continent, have their official poet.  He is obliged once a year to make an ode in praise of St. Cecilia, who played so marvelously on the organ or psalterium that an angel descended from the ninth heaven to listen to her more conveniently -- the harmony of the psaltery, in ascending from this place to the land of the angels, necessarily losing a small portion of its volume....

It is asked, why poetry, being so unnecessary to the world, occupies so high a rank among the fine arts?  The same question may be put with regard to music.  Poetry is the music of the soul, and above all of great and of feeling souls.

In an article on “Somnambulists,” Voltaire makes a passing comment worthy of mention.  While the French humanists were the most avid advocates for music being written to the poetry, with the words being the most important.  Here Voltaire suggests that by the early years of the 18th century he was familiar with a practice which was quite the reverse, with the music coming first.  Voltaire claims there was a young priest who not only wrote sermons in his sleep, but also music “notating it with precision, and after preparing his paper with his ruler, placed the words under the notes without the least mistake.”
 

In Voltaire’s poem, “The Maid of Orleans,” we find a description of the type of brief concert performed after banquets, after the tables had been cleared.  The music in this case included epic poetry.

The banquet finished, music played awhile,

The song Italian, in chromatic style;

Flutes, hautboys, viols, softly breathed around,

While three melodious voices swelled the sound;

They sang in allegory, and the strain

Told of those heroes mighty love had slain,

Who fled of sounding glory the career,

To please the tender fair they loved most dear.

The concert echoed from concealed alcove,

Close to the chamber, then the scene of love.

Thus beauteous Agnes, the discreet and wise,

Heard all, but was not seen by human eyes.
 

The most interesting reference to art song in the poems of Voltaire is found in Canto XVI of Voltaire’s poem, “The Maid of Orleans.”  Here the poet creates a scene based on the rural singing contest, which was a staple in the works of the ancient lyric poets of Greece.  In this case, St. Peter invites St. George (represented by “Austin”) and St. Denis to compete in composing “A Hymn in verse, but not an Ode in prose....[and then] To music set the whole immediately.”

Austin begins with an ode about ancient Egypt and the Hebrews, together with various characters of ancient literature.

Dull was the litany and somewhat long,

While interspersed these brilliant traits among,

Were mighty deeds detailed in sounding [songs],

Those acts so cherished in remotest days.... 

His song was not well received.

Austin was silent, his Pindaric strain

Called forth amid the bright empyreal train

A doubtful murmur -- sounds made to infuse

Ill-favored thoughts on his odaic muse.

Now Denis rose, “low bent his eyes serene, which straightaway reared, displayed his modest mien.”  He sings of the heroes of the Catholic Church, pauses and is encouraged to continue.

With prudence Denis once more struck the lyre:

“Mine adversary may have charmed the choir,

The arm of vengeance hath he loudly praised;

Whereas my sounding plaudits shall be raised,

To honor clemency’s bright power with skill,

Hating is good; but loving’s better still.”

Denis more confident in voice and mind,

Then sang in pleasing verse, the shepherd kind....

At length, Denis is declared the winner, that is, France over England.

Hailed was of Denis the odaic treasure,

The prize it gained, and praises without measure,

Of England’s saint was foiled the boldness dread;

Austin blushed deep, and skulking, forthwith fled....

In Voltaire’s epic poem, “The Henriade,” there is a reference to a civic victory song.

Now was all Paris filled with joyful cries,

And odious songs of triumph rent the skies....
 

In Voltaire’s poem, “The Maid of Orleans,” which describes French society at the time of Joan of Arc, contains a number of interesting references to functional music.  First, we read of the use of the serpent in the French cathedrals, a practice which would continue until the 19th century.

To Heaven’s high King, preferred a solemn prayer;

Te Deum sung by Drone from Serpent Bass....
 

Otherwise, Voltaire rarely wrote of Catholic church music, although an extraordinary exception is this sarcastic discussion of the relationship of the traditional Latin Te Deum with the slaughter of war.

The most wonderful part of this infernal enterprise is that each chief of the murderers causes his flags to be blessed, and solemnly invokes God before he goes to exterminate his neighbors.  If a chief has only the fortune to kill two or three thousand men, he does not thank God for it; but when he has exterminated about ten thousand by fire and sword, and, to complete the work, some town has been leveled with the ground, they then sing a long song in four parts, composed in a language unknown to all who have fought, and moreover replete with barbarism.  The same song serves for marriages and births, as well as for murders; which is unpardonable, particularly in a nation the most famous for new songs.
 

Curiously, a letter to a friend speaks of this form in quite a different light.

Far be it from me to ask you to reply to me: but while I chant a De Profundis with my failing health, I sing aloud Te Deum laudamus for you.
 

We might also mention here that in one place, in his, “The Maid of Orleans,” Voltaire offers a description of Hell which includes, “songs in praise of drinking loudly roar.”
  A resident of Hell observes,

Cursed and tormented here, why care a jot

For psalms and praises sung where we are not?

The most interesting discussion of entertainment music by Voltaire is relative to a Comédie-ballet, “Princesse de Navarre” (1745), which he was writing for the Dauphin’s wedding, with music by Jean Philippe Rameau.  Voltaire had worked with Rameau in some attempts at opera libretto, but here he seems very nervous to have Rameau participate.
Why did you give this entertainment to Rameau?  I quite understand that Monsieur de Richelieu would like to have it rehearsed before he leaves for Spain, but if he tries to hurry everything he will spoil everything.  He has already done it much harm in compelling me to invent the plot in one day at his house at Versailles....

There is one more thing I want you to decide: the proportion of [musical] interludes my play ought to have.  It must not be stifled by double quavers; the entertainment must be short so that the play does not appear to be long.  I don’t know whether Rameau will put up with so small a share.  Anyway, what a man!  He has gone mad.  Judge of it by the criticism he has made.  And what is worse is that he will be encouraged in his madness by people who take pleasure in sowing discord in the path of pleasure.  You ought first of all, my dear angel, to withdraw from Rameau the entertainment I am going to correct, but you should also have someone tell Monsieur de Richelieu that Rameau is not at all fitted for this kind of entertainment, the music of which intermingles all the time with the spoken declamations, that this genre requires as great harmony and union between the author and the composer as there exists between Francoeur and Rebelle.  Monsieur de Richelieu ought to have chosen both of them for my interludes, and have given Prometheus to Rameau.  That would have been in the nature of things.  I foresee that it will be impossible to work with Rameau.  He is good only to listen to, not to live with.  I repeat that his kind of music is not suitable for mixed plays like mine.
 

Finally, there is this comment on man’s generally disinterested taste for entertainment.

Madam, as you know, all spectacles amuse mankind.  We go equally to the marionettes, to the bonfire on the eve of St. John’s, to the Comic Opera, to high mass, to a burial.
 
There are in Voltaire’s poem, “The Maid of Orleans,” additional instances of functional music, such as music used to greet nobles.  These vary considerably in tone, from, “When citizens engaged with wine and dance, Extolled their prince, by songs and couplets graced....,”
 to, “with joyous hymns, their sire’s return they hailed,” and “twenty trumpets then were heard to sound” in a welcome at a great palace.
   This same poem also contains a reference to a rabbit “roused by the echo of the hunting horn.”
 

In view of the military adventures which characterized the period of Frederick the Great, we are not surprised to find numerous references to military music in Voltaire’s poems.  Several of these center on the “shrill” sound of the military trumpet, including, “To the King of Prussia,” which mentions the military “trumpet’s shrill sound,”
 and the epic poem, “The Henriade,” where again we find “the shrill trumpet.”
   In this same poem we find,

The shrillness of the cheering horn provokes

Their rage, and echoes from the distant rocks.
 

A somewhat different mood is portrayed where we read,

Paris, the king, the army, heaven, and hell

Witnessed the combat -- at the trumpets’ swell

On to the field the ready warriors came,

Conscious of valor, and a thirst for fame....
 

A similar use of the trumpet to inspire the soldiers is found in an allegorical description,

The air though roaring cannons rend

While warriors with fierce rage contend,

The thoughtless French drink, laugh, and sing,

And with their mirth the heavens ring....

The Phantom, which we Glory name,

Spurs them to the pursuit of fame;

With threatening eye, and front all over

Bedusted, marching still before,

She holds a trumpet in her hand

To sound to arms, and cheer the band,

And loudly sings, with voice sonorous,

Catches, which they repeat in chorus.

Oh! people brilliant, gay, and vain,

Who drag with patience glory’s chain,

‘Tis great, an honorable grave

To seek, Eugene and death to brave.

But what will be your mighty prize?
 

Another, and rather darker, allegorical reference to the trumpet and battle is found in Voltaire’s “The Heinriade.”
Hark! a loud peal comes thundering from afar,

‘Tis Discord blows afresh the flames of war,

To thwart the monarch’s virtue, with new fires

His fainting foes the bedlam fiend inspires;

She blows her fatal trumpet, the woods around

And mountains tremble at the infernal sound.

Swift to d’Aumale the baleful notes impart

Their power, he feels the summons at his heart....
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