Gobbet: Voltaire, A letter – To King Frederick II, April 21st 1760

In this letter to King Frederick II from Voltaire shows a drastic change in the relationship from earlier accounts that can be found. The tone and use of language is direct and not what you would consider appropriate when addressing a king. The emotion felt by Voltaire is eminent as there are various accusations that have been made against him that he does not agree with. The beginning of the letter starts with and anecdote with a monk and the Holy Roman Emperor Charles the fifth. Voltaire clarifies part of the reference by saying “I am the monk, but you have not forsaken human grandeur and misery like Charles V. (Voltaire, 1760, p 207)” This letter was written in the midst of the seven years war where Federick had attempted to gain an empire through war, which is what makes the reference to Charles the fifth more relevant for this time.  Voltaire calls the King cruel for bringing accusations against him, which he not only deems false, but irrational also. The significance of this argument is that a copy of Frederick’s own publication, philosopher of Sans Souci edited Voltaire, had been leaked and copied by a publisher, leading to an angry response from Frederick seemingly accusing Voltaire of the infringement. This is evidence that even amongst war, Frederick concerned himself with issues that may seem frivolous in relation to battle plans but are hugely significant when considering the power of the press and the influence of literature within the enlightenment period.

“You have done enough harm. (Voltaire, 1760, p 207)” Voltaire goes on to say, this could be interpreted to Fredericks actions in war, but Voltaire refers to the personal harm done to him through the souring of his relationship with the king of France, loss of his pension, loss of posts with society and of women in Frankfurt who was imprisoned. While Voltaire’s bias must be clearly stated within this context, the letter shows evidence that Frederick had issues within his inner circle as well within the wider political sphere in Europe. Voltaire attempts to counter the general claims of disloyalty with the fact he had spent three years serving the kings interest, “however futilely.”  He continues by commenting directly on social impact of Fredericks actions within the wider context of Europe. “The greatest harm caused by your actions… (Voltaire, 1760, p 207)” Voltaire says, is what the fanatics write and print across Europe. This is particularly significant as reverts to the metaphysical reasoning for the seven years war. “There is no humanity among the would-be philosophes, and God is punishing them through each other. (Voltaire, 1760, p 208)” These comments, give further reference to the anecdote at the beginning of the letter, where Voltaire is the monk who despairs at the harmful actions of his patron. Fredericks non-belief in Christ is seen as a cause for the chaos in Europe by the critics of Prussia of the time and Voltaire is also accused of encouraging the King for writing against the Christians. I believe Voltaire choses not to comment directly of the rumours of the horrors of war directly as he cannot bring himself to comment on those horrors on humanity. He concludes his highly emotional and critical assessment of the Kings actions with a line refers directly to the wider harm that Frederick has caused. “I bless the day I die, when I no longer have to suffer, suffer especially because of you. (Voltaire, 1760, p 208)” This I believe is a extremely harsh and venomous statement to make to another person. The status of King and philosopher has been dissolved and it is one man talking to another regardless of status. Furthermore, the poignant language used by Voltaire in this extract could only come from one person who had developed a deep relationship as the sentiment would not be so deeply expressed.

The conclusion of the letter Voltaire brings back reason to his emotional distress. He wishes the king “…happiness that your position does not allow… (Voltaire, 1760, p 208)” Voltaire continues to reflect on the challenges faced by the King, who in some regards a victim of circumstance, but is also the source of his own demise. True insights into the personality of the King can be seen in this letter, by someone who had an intimate relationship with him. Voltaire says Frederick had always taken pleasure “in humiliating all other men (Voltaire, 1760, p 208)” and that the complex nature of ruling had been the cause of Fredericks malice. Both sympathy and empathy are expressed towards the final lines. “Forgive me these home truths told to you by an old man who has little time to live… (Voltaire, 1760, p 208)” Voltaire is reflecting on his own life choices and acknowledges his soul is not free of guilt and regret also. Voltaire is writing in the style of a deathbed confession, and he intends to put his affairs in order.
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