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    Denis Diderot was a novelist, playwright, art critic and one of the most illustrious thinkers of the Age of Enlightenment in the 18th century. He was a passionate believer in freedom, and was incarcerated in Vincennes prison for four months because of his overt atheism and belief in materialism. From 1746 onwards, Diderot and the French mathematician and philosopher Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1717-1783) began working on the Encyclopédie, an ambitious project that aimed to bring together the entirety of human knowledge. In spite of the challenges posed by censorship, the Encyclopédie was one of the greatest successes of the Enlightenment. As well as this monumental work, Diderot wrote a number of other texts and garnered recognition for his writings on theatre and aesthetics, his reflections on morality and his many philosophical dialogues.
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    Diderot began writing Jacques the Fatalist and His Master in 1771, and it was initially published in serial form in the periodical La Correspondance littéraire between 1778 and 1780. As Diderot himself admitted, the novel was inspired by The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759) by the British writer Laurence Sterne (1713-1768).


    The novel recounts the wanderings of Jacques and his master, about whom we know next to nothing. They are not travelling to anywhere in particular, and in the course of their journey they discuss a range of topics, giving the reader an insight into their philosophical beliefs and the ambiguous relationship between them.


    The novel’s structure is complex and its narration is often disconcerting. From a critical standpoint, it is one of the most widely debated works of French literature ever written, and even today it cannot be reduced to a single definitive interpretation.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    FIRST DAY


    From the novel’s very first lines, the narrator confounds the reader’s expectations by failing to clearly introduce the characters and their situation: “How did they meet? By chance like everyone else. What were their names? What’s that got to do with you? Where were they coming from? From the nearest place. Where were they going to? Does anyone ever really know where they are going to?”


    What we do know is that two characters, Jacques and his master, are travelling along a road, and that Jacques is explaining the principles of fatalism, which he learnt from his Captain in the army, who “used to say that everything which happens to us on this earth, both good and bad, is written up above”. Jacques uses the example of his own life to illustrate this doctrine, beginning with the day he left his parents’ home and leading up to the knee injury he sustained during the Battle of Fontenoy in 1745. Night falls while he is in the middle of his story, and the two travellers sleep under the stars.


    SECOND DAY


    Jacques picks up his story where he left off and debates how painful a knee injury is with his master. They meet a surgeon who, in his eagerness to join their conversation, accidentally knocks his travelling companion off her horse. Jacques then speaks again, and he and his master reflect on humankind’s responsibility in a world governed by destiny.


    The two travellers stay the night at an inn full of bandits; Jacques locks them in their rooms and takes their clothes so that he and his master can sleep in peace.


    THIRD DAY


    When they leave the inn the next morning, Jacques takes the keys to all the rooms with him so that the bandits he locked in the night before cannot pursue them. His master thinks that this contradicts his fatalistic outlook: since everyone is subject to all-powerful destiny, any precautions they take are ultimately futile.


    Their discussion is interrupted by the arrival of an army, but the narrator refuses to tell us any more about it: “It is quite obvious that I am not writing a novel since I am neglecting those things which a novelist would not fail to use”. Jacques continues with his story and explains how some peasants treated the wound on his knee. He then argues with his master over the virtue of women. The two characters spend the night in a castle.


    FOURTH DAY


    After they have set off, Jacques turns back to fetch his purse and his master’s watch, which they have left behind. He becomes angry with a trader who has found the watch before him and wants to sell it back to him. Jacques is assumed to be a thief, has his hands bound and is taken to a police lieutenant, who turns out to be the owner of the castle where he has just spent the night. The lieutenant defuses the situation, but after he returns to his master, Jacques realises that his horse is gone.


    In a digression from the main narrative, the narrator ridicules bad novels and bad novelists who rely on far-fetched episodes and plot twists. He contrasts authors whom he considers talentless, such as the Abbé Prévost (French writer, 1697-1763), who wrote about the improbable adventures of Oliver Cromwell’s fictional illegitimate son in his novel Cleveland (1732-1739), with writers of genius who have a gift for expressing the truth, namely Molière (French playwright, 1622-1673), Samuel Richardson (English writer, 1689-1761) and Jean-François Régnard (French comic poet, 1655-1709).


    A funeral procession passes the two men and Jacques thinks he recognises the coat of arms of his Captain, which plunges him into grief. However, the procession then comes past again, suggesting that it is actually serving as cover for smugglers or other wrongdoers. Jacques is relieved and tells another anecdote about his Captain, and the narrator backs up his comments by telling a story about a man called Gousse, who is similar to the Captain. Jacques’ horse then throws him off and he crashes against the door of a house; its inhabitants take him in and spend the night caring for him.


    FIFTH DAY


    Jacques’ master buys him a new horse, and Jacques continues with his story, telling his master that he stayed with the surgeon after his knee operation. The narrator then finishes telling Gousse’s story.


    Gousse is an eccentric character, and his behaviour initially seems senseless. For example, he takes himself to court, meaning that he ends up in prison when he wins the case. However, it turns out that there was a method behind his madness: he signed false acknowledgements of debt on behalf of his servant (and secret lover), and although he wanted to leave his wife for her, he did not want to leave her without money. This strategy was therefore a convoluted way of getting his property back through his lover.


    The two travellers then go to an inn, where they find the innkeeper’s wife in great distress because Nicole has been injured by a group of violent customers. Jacques and his master initially assume that Nicole is her daughter, but it turns out that she is actually her dog. The narrator tells a story about one of Gousse’s friends.


    SIXTH DAY


    Jacques and his master spend the day at the inn because rising water has left the roads impassable. An argument breaks out between the innkeeper and a peasant who is refusing to pay his debts. This incident reminds the narrator of a comic play by the Italian actor, author and director Carlo Goldoni (1707-1793), and he suggests an alternative ending for the play.


    The innkeeper’s wife tells Jacques and his master the long story of Mme de La Pommeraye and the Marquis des Arcis. The Marquis had sworn that he would be faithful to Mme de La Pommeraye, but when he broke his promise she hatched a plan to take revenge. As she knew that he was irresistibly attracted to unattainable women, she hired a prostitute to pretend to be a devout young woman, and the two of them ended up getting married. Mme de La Pommeraye only told her former lover the truth about his new wife after the wedding.


    SEVENTH DAY


    The weather is still too bad for the travellers to leave the inn. Jacques tells his master that he left the surgeon to stay in a castle, where he was cared for by Denise, the daughter of a servant he had helped in the past. It turns out that his master has also previously courted Denise, which leads to an argument between the two men. The innkeeper then makes them sign a contract of reconciliation.


    Once the weather improves, the two travellers set out again, accompanied by the Marquis and his companion.


    EIGHTH DAY


    The Marquis and his companion leave them, so Jacques and his master continue their journey alone. Jacques talks about his first sexual experiences and tells his master that his first lover was a dressmaker called Justine, whom he shared with his friend (and his godfather’s son) Bigre. Jacques then discusses his relationships with Suzanne and Marguerite, and does not shy away from risqué details: “The fact is that I still had my hand where she didn’t have anything and she had hers where the same wasn’t quite true of me”.


    The narrator interjects that talking about this subject is not obscene. Jacques’ master then discusses his past relationships, and the two men stop at an inn.


    NINTH DAY


    The narrator interrupts the story to say that he is not going to give it a conventional ending as he does not know any more about the characters. He then writes a sort of epilogue in which he suggests three possible endings to Jacques’ story and tells the reader that they can choose the one they like best.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    JACQUES AND HIS MASTER


    Jacques


    The title character’s name serves as an indication of his social status, as “Jacques” has been used as a nickname for peasants or servants since the Middle Ages. Furthermore, Jacques’ surname is never mentioned, so he seems to lack an individualised identity.


    He is a modest character and his origins are unclear; all we know is that he is completely free and allows himself to be guided by fate. He is described as “a good man, frank, honest, courageous, loyal, faithful, very stubborn, even more talkative”. In his account of his youth and his love affairs, his nonconformism shines through: his schooling was authoritarian and he was punished for his talkativeness, so his education came from life experience. Similarly, he found pleasure in his burgeoning sexuality and in obeying his natural impulses rather than society’s moral conventions. His life is characterised by wandering and travelling, like the heroes of 16th-century Spanish adventure novels, commonly known as picaros.


    
      THE INFLUENCE OF PICARESQUE FICTION


      The genre of the picaresque novel originated in Spain in the 16th century; the best-known works in the genre include Guzmán de Alfarache (1599) by Mateo Alemán (1547-1614) and El Buscón (1626) by Francisco de Quevedo (1580-1645). Its protagonists can be described as antiheroes, and typically come from a lower-class background before climbing the social ladder in the course of their adventures. Picaresque novels paint a picture of society and each individual’s place in it, and often depict the clergy, the nobility and the middle classes. However, this established order is subsequently challenged by the picaro.


      Jacques the Fatalist shares the characteristics of this genre, as it is often difficult to determine which of the two central characters is really the master (although Jacques never officially rises above the position of servant, as is often the case for the heroes of picaresque novels). The themes of travel and wandering, and the fact that Jacques constantly passes from one master to another, are also typical of picaresque fiction.

    


    The fact that Jacques is referred to as “the Fatalist” gives his character a philosophical dimension. From the opening lines, he expounds a fatalistic view of existence: “Jacques was saying that his Captain used to say that everything which happens to us on this earth, both good and bad, is written up above”. Throughout the entire novel, he maintains that our existence is governed by destiny, and uses examples from his own life to illustrate this.


    For example, he claims that his lack of eloquence is due to fate: “it was written up above that I would have things in my head and the words wouldn’t come to me”. He repeats this doctrine so much that even his master picks it up: “But remember your doctrine. If it is written up above, then no matter what you do you’ll be hanged, my dear friend. And if it isn’t written up above, the horse is a liar”.


    His master


    Jacques’ master is a completely


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    A GALLERY OF SECONDARY CHARACTERS
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