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			Back at the end of the 1990s I was researching a book on Einstein when I came across a footnote about an obscure French woman of the early eighteenth century, Emilie du Châtelet. The note said she'd played a minor role in developing the modern concept of energy, then added that she had acquired a certain notoriety in her time.

			I was intrigued, and a few days later ended up at the science library of University College London—not in the modern, well-lit stacks upstairs, but deep in the darker ground-floor recesses, where the stacked journals had enough dust on them to reveal they hadn't been touched for years. What I discovered there—and then in other archives, as I tracked down her letters, as well as contemporary accounts of her life—astounded me. The footnote had understated her significance entirely. This woman had played a crucial role in the development of science—and had also had a wild life.

			She and the great writer Voltaire were lovers for nearly a decade, though they certainly took their time settling down, having to delay for frantic gallopings across France, sword fights in front of besieged German fortresses, a wild aﬀair (hers) with a gallant pirate's son, and a deadly burning of books (his) by the public executioner at the base of the grand stairwell of the Palais de Justice in Paris. There was also rigging the French national lottery to guarantee a multimillion-franc payout, and investing in North African grain futures with the proceeds.

			Then, when she and Voltaire finally did commit to each other, things started getting more interesting. They'd decided to create a research institute, in an isolated château they'd rebuilt, that in many respects was a century or more ahead of its time. It was like a berthed laboratory from the future. Visitors from intellectual centers in Italy and Basle and Paris came to scoﬀ, but they stayed, awed by what they saw. There are accounts of Emilie and Voltaire at breakfast, reading from the letters they received—from Bernoulli, and Frederick the Great; earlier there had been correspondence with Bolingbroke and Jonathan Swift—and in their quick teasing at what they heard, they'd come up with fresh ideas, then return to their separate wings of the house and compete to elaborate them.

			When they ran out of money, Emilie would sometimes resort to the gambling tables at Versailles—since she was so much quicker than anyone else at mathematics, she could often be counted on to win. Voltaire wrote proudly that “the court ladies, playing cards with her in the company of the queen, were far from suspecting that they were sitting next to Newton's commentator.”

			Voltaire wasn't much of a scientist, but Emilie was a skilled theoretician. Once, working secretly at night at the château over a single intense summer month, hushing the servants not to spoil the surprise for Voltaire, she came up with insights on the nature of light that set the stage for the future discovery of photography, as well as of infrared radiation. Her later work was even more fundamental, for she played a key role in transforming Newton's thought for the modern era. The research she did on what later became termed the conservation of energy was crucial here, and the “squared” in Einstein's famous equation E=mc2 came, in fact, directly from her work.

			In the evening of ordinary days, when she and Voltaire did take a break from their separate research, there were candles everywhere, and Emilie raced in conversation, eyes sparkling, faster than anyone Voltaire had ever met. He adored her youth and intelligence (she was twenty-seven when they met), and she teased him for that; but she was thankful, deeply, that she'd finally found someone with whom she could let her intelligence pour forth. She'd been raised in a world where women weren't educated to any serious level, and she had been too unsure of herself to make these eﬀorts on her own (even though no one who saw her confidence as an adult would have guessed how self-doubting she'd been).

			Each of them transformed the other. Before meeting Emilie, Voltaire had been a respected wit, but little of his earlier output would be considered important today. Yet he loved Emilie beyond measure:

			
				…why did you only reach me so late?
What happened to my life before?
I'd hunted for love, but found only mirages.

			

			She led him through Newton's great works, and that became the great shift in Voltaire's career, as he started seriously exploring with her how the clear rational laws that Newton had discovered for outer space could apply to improve human institutions here on Earth as well.

			I was excited by these first glimpses I was getting. But after collating my notes just enough to write a handful of pages on this couple for my book E=mc2 I was pulled away to other projects. Only in 2003 was I free to get back full time to their story. The wait was worth it, for by then I realized that there was something even more than a love story here. I'd taught intellectual history at Oxford, and knew that many people had contributed to the giant shift in eighteenth-century attitudes known as the Enlightenment.

			But I hadn't realized how much du Châtelet and Voltaire's love aﬀair was at the Enlightenment's very heart. The eighteenth century's leading man of reason had been bested by a woman intellectually superior to him, and it had led to their helping shape this powerful, world- shifting movement.

			That was the wider story. To make it come alive meant starting inside the early eighteenth century, which even in France, the most advanced country in Europe, would seem deeply bizarre to us if we were sent there now. Women could be whipped and beaten by their husbands, with no recourse in law; homosexuals were liable to be publicly burned or, as in the case of one terrified homosexual abbé who was rescued at the last minute by Voltaire's intervention, preparations would be made to have their bodies pulled apart by iron hooks before they were sent to those salutary public flames.

			The belief in the superiority of the rich over the poor was staggering. In France, if the king had chosen to give you a noble title, you often didn't have to pay basic tax—at all. So long as an aristocrat didn't lose that title of nobility, then his children could usually—and quite legally—be exempted from having to pay those taxes either. Or their children, or their children either. There were thousands of wealthy families in France that had paid virtually no tax for centuries. Only the little people did. Working for pay was demeaning, and indeed almost the only way for a noble to lose these tax exemptions was to be seen engaging in this scorned activity of paid work.

			It also was taken for granted that the government could probe what individuals believed. Censorship was omnipresent, and if what someone believed was deemed wrong, then the government could punish that person as harshly as it wished. There was no space for private religious beliefs.

			Voltaire and du Châtelet weren't the first to react against that. Cracks had already begun opening in the old view: from the evidence European explorers found of how diﬀerent civilizations chose to live; from exhaustion after the continent's religious wars; from the extraordinary corruption of courtly life; from new ideas of the scientific revolution. But du Châtelet and Voltaire went further than most, partly from their sheer intelligence, but also because their unconventional life disproved the standard views. How could anyone believe that women really should have no true rights, or be kept out of education, when du Châtelet's strong, independent actions undercut that bias every day?

			Most of the thinkers who began seeing the flaws in the old regime weren't organized at first. They were too isolated to build up any power. That's where the cascade of letters and texts that poured out from Emilie and Voltaire's château was so important. They galvanized such then unknown young men as Helvétius, d'Alembert, and Diderot, whose writings and edited volumes spread Enlightenment ideas even more widely.

			It was pretty clear that I was going to have to write a full book: a biography not just of du Châtelet, but of Voltaire wherever he overlapped with her, and their links with wider trends as well. Although I'd concentrate on France, because of its place at the center of the civilized world, I realized I couldn't help at least touching on how these ideas entered deep into the roots of the American Revolution and Constitution. It's especially poignant today, for these Enlightenment ideas are at the heart of what is hated by groups such as al-Qaeda: the belief that diverse religions should be equally respected; that women can be treated fairly; that church and state can be separated; that old beliefs are not the sole path to truth.

			The research was a delight. Du Châtelet had been an inveterate letter writer, sometimes sending four or five messages a day, and Voltaire wrote constantly too, so what I found about key events was often as dense as an e-mail trail today. Thousands of those letters have survived, as have du Châtelet's own half-dozen books and unprinted manuscripts (including beautiful, private autobiographical reflections). There also are letters from houseguests and neighbors and purchasing agents and scientists, as well as a vast thicket of police reports, complemented by a small layering of servants' memoirs.

			The detail was so great that when, for example, I describe Voltaire smiling after being asked a question by a particular police spy in May 1717, his smiling is not a random guess, but appears in a report the spy wrote that very evening. If du Châtelet looks out of a window, it's something mentioned in letters, or impossible to avoid by the layout of the room she's in—through the kindness of the present owners of the château where she and Voltaire lived, I was able to track their daily patterns, and spend time banging on walls, as well as examining door hinges and stairwell foundations and layers of wall paint, to work out what their living space had been like at the time.

			Whenever the story seemed to slow, my characters would help me. Since Voltaire and Emilie often got restless after a few months at the château—or the government would draw up arrest warrants again— their shared decade wasn't just one of quiet reading and conversation. There were border escapes and Versailles card cheats; Paris throngs, and torn passion with the man who inspired the heartlessly sexy aristocrat Valmont in Les Liaisons Dangereuses (“… and if you are still interested,” du Châtelet wrote him one delicate time, “oh felix culpa”). There's a carriage overturning in deep snowdrifts at night, even an expedition through the frozen wastes of northern Lapland, in search of the truth about God's plans for the universe in the cold of Earth's Arctic latitudes.

			There was so much material that the eavesdropping almost got too vivid. I found du Châtelet's account of how she would binge-eat when she was depressed, then make herself quickly stop before any of her friends could tell she'd gained weight; there's Voltaire mulling over the sexual exhaustion of his “little machine,” and then reporting with satisfaction when it was back in order.

			One of the most painful parts in my writing came when I reached the moment where the idyll started crashing apart. It was like watching friends you've loved destroying themselves in a divorce. Voltaire and Emilie had always had sudden quarrels, but those were usually patched up by an afternoon in the bedroom and then, if they were at the château and the weather was good, a picnic nearby, for which they'd bring wine, food, and—to new visitors' puzzlement—an extra crate with books, writing paper, quills, and ink. But in time these resolutions came further and further apart.

			Voltaire fell out of love first. Emilie knew she should still be able to have a satisfying life, and at one point wrote how ridiculous it was to think that an intelligent woman really needed a man to be happy. Yet she did need that warmth, and the main text shows the resultant catastrophe that led to her sudden death in her early forties.

			Voltaire was devastated (“I have lost the greatest part of myself ”), and if there's a bitterness, an angry bite to his satires after that, it's largely due to this awful injustice at the end. It's especially strong in Candide, the satirical philosophical story he wrote a decade later, built on themes the two of them had spent innumerable hours arguing over.
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			WHY isn't the story better known? Almost immediately after Emilie's death, sharp-tongued gossips began to disparage what she'd done. Since her main work was so technical, the women who ran Paris's salons had had no way of understanding its importance. Then, when her insights did enter the scientific mainstream, the idea that a woman had created these thoughts was considered so odd that the male researchers who used her ideas came to forget who had originated them. Voltaire did what he could, but even before his own death memory of her was being lost. By the end of the eighteenth century Immanuel Kant was writing that to imagine Madame du Châtelet a great thinker was as preposterous as imagining a woman to possess a beard; by the Victorian era of the nineteenth century, all but the briefest references to her name were gone.

			Now is a good time to bring her back. A number of eighteenth- century women have been written about recently, but usually just because they had aﬀairs with notable men or married into wealthy or important families. Du Châtelet's achievement is on an entirely diﬀerent level.

			Recent historical styles help. For a long time the chief Enlightenment thinkers were treated as a unified group, nobly striving for the betterment of all mankind, either as divinely inspired sages or as representatives of an inevitably rising new class. Much of that was a fantasy of French historians, projecting onto the past one side of the harsh, ongoing nineteenth-century battles left over from the French Revolution.

			Conservative thinkers reacted against that, with their views reaching a head as the communist and fascist regimes of the early and mid- twentieth century showed the ways that insistent, misguided ideas could produce great evil. A gentler critique came from the American academic Carl Becker, who concentrated on the way many Enlightenment thinkers seemed just to be transposing the religious ideals they'd been brought up with, even in their recommendations about ostensibly secular policies. As Simone Weil put it in a diﬀerent context, it was as if they believed one could get to heaven simply by marching straight ahead.

			Yet that naiveté also was an exaggeration. One of the most important correctives in the immediate postwar years came from Peter Gay, then a young German refugee, working at Columbia University in New York. Among other things he pointed out the absurdity of holding that Voltaire ever believed in the infinite malleability of mankind, given that Voltaire put individuals driven by illogical emotion at the center of so much of his work.

			About two decades later, Robert Darnton, whose father and brother had been notable New York Times reporters—and who briefly tried that career himself—began looking at the practicalities of what it really meant to be a writer or publisher in eighteenth-century France. He hunted in old archives and police transcripts—think of an on-the- scene tabloid photographer, but with a Ph.D.—till he brought back to life the travails of exhausted pamphleteers, under-the-counter booksellers, police spies, and everyone else who created the actual networks of communication used in France then.

			It was an ingenious way of extending work of the French Annales school, which used a mix of economics, statistical research, and cognitive anthropology to open up a dense history from below, where cheap, massively popular thrillers of political pornography were more important than grand treatises of political theory. A later generation of historians has corrected some of Darnton's exuberance, yet continues his approach of looking at every aspect of the Enlightenment through fresh lenses, finally getting away from the left-wing/right-wing categories that had oversimplified much earlier work.

			Du Châtelet's role as anything more than a sexy mistress took a long time to be accepted, and it was only the work of the immensely conscientious Princeton scholar Ira O. Wade that showed how important and creative she'd been. Wade was publishing this as far back as the 1940s, but although a diligent man, he seems to have trained at the Immanuel Kant school of expository prose: he was a terrible writer. Only with a fresh generation of feminist scholars, especially from the 1970s on, did more serious attention go to her.

			There had, I found out, been a few popular biographies even before this—most notably Nancy Mitford's 1957 biography of Voltaire that included this period in his life. But along with lacking many of the most important letters, Mitford knew little about science. Since du Châtelet's life was focused on science, the result was a cutout character who had dashing adventures, but for no discernible reason—like writing the life of Winston Churchill but leaving out the politics.

			Voltaire was luckier in his biographers, not least because his letters have always been easily accessible—he lived long enough to ensure that—and because his writings are so catchy. But his biographers also often downplayed the role of science in shaping his life, which inevitably meant downplaying du Châtelet as well.

			It's a pleasure to change that finally, and do justice to our characters by bringing back the science that had been so important to them both. But I also realized that it was important I didn't overemphasize that and produce merely another one-sided view. Instead I've concentrated on their love and built a narrative around that. It's the most vivid way I know to illustrate the subtle, often barely seen cultural shifts of the early Enlightenment: a way of making two long-gone individuals come back to life, in all their stumbling excitement and fears.

		

	
		
			Author's Note

			Throughout the book I call du Châtelet by her first name, and Voltaire by his last—which seems unfair, except that this is often how the two referred to each other. The name du Châtelet wasn't what our heroine was born with, nor what she chose, and when it came to teasing her male friends, she'd often write that they were one of her Emiliens. Voltaire, by contrast, was a name that our hero chose, and by which he did like to be referred to.

			Translations presented more of a diﬃculty. Voltaire reads very easily in French, but literal translations—especially of his poetry— make him sound too mannered. To avoid that, although the prose translations are fairly neutral, the poetry translations are very liberal, at times almost paraphrases. This is actually the approach Emilie and Voltaire took when they did translations themselves: freely dropping and adding words to make writers come out as they felt they should. Some of the translations are my own, or by other recent authors; others are by contemporaries of our protagonists, to even better capture the style of their time.

		

	
		
			
				…You are beautiful
so half the human race will be your enemy
You are brilliant
and you will be feared
You are trusting
and you will be betrayed…

				—V, “Epistle on Calumny,” 1733, soon after meeting Emilie (everything he predicted came true)

			

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			CIREY, FRANCE, LATE JUNE 1749

			Alone, after dinner. Through the long window leading to her terrace the low hills of eastern France were barely visible in the dusk. She'd loved this house, her home, but after a decade spent with François, the man she'd lived for above all others, their life together had begun to shatter.

			In his place she'd thought she'd found a better man, younger and more handsome, but then he too had turned cool to her. She'd tried to avoid admitting it at first (“illusion is not something you can have if it is not in your nature. However, you can avoid looking behind the scenes”), but his coldness never ended: she was experienced with men, and knew when passion was over.

			A turn from the window: it was time to get back to work. The servants had lit the numerous candles on her table, and her manuscript was where she'd left it. She sat on the white taﬀeta chair. It was comforting to be back here after Paris, with the panels she'd commissioned from Watteau's workshop on the wall around her, her dog's basket beside her bedroom, her library through the doorway beyond.

			In his own wing of the château, François was at his writing table too, the blank manuscript sheets for the play he was working on stacked beside him. If he was lucky, the play would bring him back into the king's favor and make up for the catastrophe during his last visit to Paris; there were important governmental reforms to work on as well.

			He also had a mistress waiting in Paris, who was sending enticingly sultry letters, but he was getting tired of her. And how could she compare with Emilie, his one great love, the woman he'd shared so many years with? They weren't lovers anymore, but they had a bond that was deeper than in their years of first passion so long ago.

			They would never abandon each other. Back in her room, facing the long window and the river, Emilie was ready to start her night's work. Her hair was still thick, dense with dark curls, but she was graying in front. She had her diamonds on, and now reached for her quill. It was very quiet at the château. The moonlight that streamed past her angled onto the lace pillows at the head of her bed. The mathematics was getting harder. She was in her forties, nearing the final stages of pregnancy, and convinced that she was unlikely to survive the labor that would soon come. Some of her friends had tried to chide her out of that worry, but François knew her better than anyone else. He understood that she wasn't angry, just disappointed that she would have to leave before she was ready.

			What could make a life worthwhile once love has faded? The great Isaac Newton had created modern science, yet his work had been incomplete at his death. She knew how to bring out Newton's most important, hidden truths about how gravitation worked and what those detailed workings might reveal about God's intentions for us. She'd also begun to glimpse her own powerful insights about the way energy that seemed to be used up in one part of the universe could instantly appear in another part, to keep the overall balance unchanged. She'd worked on her book bringing those all together for years, and was close to the end now. Maybe she would have enough time to finish it. If she succeeded, its memory could last for centuries.

			She lifted the quill, then dipped it in the open ink pot.
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Emilie
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		PARIS AND VERSAILLES, 1706–1725

		Gabrielle Emilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, just ten years old, sitting at the grown-ups' dinner table, her wavy hair pinned tight in yet another eﬀort to keep it in place, was straining to follow the words of the visitor her father had brought to their Paris mansion this Thursday night. His name was Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, and she'd heard he was a famous scientist. He was talking about the distant stars.

		He was explaining that they are huge suns like our own, with inhabited planets around them. That shouldn't terrify her, he went on, for it means we no longer have to feel oppressed, pinned down on our one small planet. Instead, we should gaze outward and breathe freely. “Nothing is so beautiful to visualize as this prodigious number of [solar systems], each with a sun at its center making planets rotate around it.”

		Emilie listened, rapt. It was dark outside, and the light from more than a dozen candles filled the room; the servants worked quietly amidst the glasses and plates and silver serving trays. This was one of the first times she had been allowed to stay up so late. Even better, Fontenelle was scarcely paying attention to anyone else.

		Emilie's elderly father, Louis-Nicolas, looked on thoughtfully. He had arranged this evening, for he recognized that his daughter was diﬀerent from other children, badgering him with constant questions about history and the court and the stars and religion. But he also knew that Emilie's excitement at learning didn't find favor with everyone. Her mother, Gabrielle-Anne, was also at the table—and she was distinctly not amused.

		Gabrielle-Anne was one of those once-beautiful women who forever remain unhappy in life, however wealthy they are. “I don't think that anyone ever saw her smile,” a regular visitor remarked, “except in a weary, condescending way.” She'd been brought up in a convent, where the most important knowledge was how to maintain your social position, and the most intellectually complex instruction had been needlepoint. For years she'd tried to instill in Emilie the only kind of advice she felt a girl needed. The rules were legion:

		“Don't ever blow your nose on your napkin—you might think I don't have to tell you, but the Montesquieu brothers blow theirs on the tablecloths, and it's disgusting. Break your bread rather than cut it (and break the bottom of your soft-boiled eggs when you're done so that the servants won't send them rolling oﬀ the plate onto you)…. Never, ever comb your hair in church. You must be careful with the word monseigneur, it is pronounced diﬀerently for a prince of the Church and for a prince of the blood. And when a priest's in the room, always give him the chair nearest the fire and serve him first at meals, even if he's at the bottom of the table.”

		The mother had even tried sending Emilie to formal infant balls, where children arrived in miniature carriages and were supposed to remain for hours, showing oﬀ their bouquets, remarking on the goblets and furnishings and each other's clothes. But Emilie had been bored and showed it.

		Making it even worse at the Breteuil table this Thursday night was Emilie's fourteen-year-old cousin Renée-Caroline. She was cross, for she wasn't used to being ignored. In the past few months, since she'd moved into the Breteuil home, she'd been the favored girl. She was everything a mother could hope for: compliant, pretty, and always wearing the right clothes.

		For hours on end she would happily gossip with Gabrielle-Anne, talking about fashion and etiquette, and the quite embarrassing weakness of the father's family, which had been ennobled for scarcely two centuries—a sad contrast to Gabrielle-Anne and Renée-Caroline's notably more distinguished, if not quite so wealthy, family. (“When we spoke about such nobles of the second rank,” Renée-Caroline recounted, “we were careful to look sideways to be sure our words didn't oﬀend them—as one would if speaking about hunchbacks or redheads.”) The mother gave this newcomer all the approval she withheld from her daughter.

		Emilie had desperately wanted to join them, but she could never quite say or do the right thing. If she did try, she was more likely to blurt out some complex question in philosophy or theology. She would have been better oﬀ asking about fashion. “She was so confused and pedantic,” Renée-Caroline remembered. “She wanted us to think she understood everything.” Her mother and cousin just sighed.

		Renée-Caroline had even convinced Gabrielle-Anne to kick Emilie out of the attractive upstairs bedroom that overlooked the Tuileries, letting herself move there instead. Emilie was relegated to small ground-floor rooms, looking out on a wall. “I don't believe there's anyone on earth who can feel despised without becoming despondent,” Emilie wrote later. “Public scorn is a worse torture than the law can inflict, because it doesn't go away.”

		Now, though, at the dinner table, in her father's encouraging presence, and with the dinner guest focusing on her, she was able to escape into the wondrous world of science. Fontenelle told the ten-year-old Emilie about the thick band of white in the night sky called the Milky Way, and explained that this too was but a seeding of worlds, in far greater number than we could imagine. Experienced visitors from those distant stars might call out to new passengers as they entered our solar system, “You will soon discover a planet which has a great ring around it”—and so Saturn would be a floating navigation beacon for them to use.

		Emilie was entranced with what might lie out there in space. According to Fontenelle, it seemed impossible that anyone on Earth could possibly weigh distant Saturn, or determine the temperature there. But what might be discovered in the future if you really used your mind?

		Her father was unusual. Most European thinkers of the time were convinced that human adults were actually two diﬀerent species, with males having been created with superior intellects to match their superior strength. But Louis-Nicolas knew how bright his daughter was, so quick in her thoughts, and he didn't see why he shouldn't help her.

		Even when Emilie had been younger, and often clumsy as a little girl, he'd encouraged her in physical activities such as supervised horse riding and fencing. Now he began to bring tutors to the house for her. As the years went on, she translated Virgil and learned to read Tasso in the original Italian; she had the pleasure of memorizing long stretches of Lucretius and Horace as well. “Men can choose lots of ways to achieve glory,” Emilie wrote, looking back, “… but women can not. Yet when someone is born with a soul that wants more, at least solitary study is there to console them.”

		Gabrielle-Anne was horrified at her daughter's progress and fought her husband at every step, at one point even trying to get Emilie sent away to a locked convent. That would have been a catastrophe for Emilie. Even the most distinguished girls' school, located outside Paris, had no significant studies, and allowed only a single thirty-minute visit with parents every three months. Punishment at elite convent schools included sending young girls, repeatedly and alone, to pray in stifling dark burial vaults. (One of Louis XV's daughters suﬀered such fits of terror from being forced to do this that she never recovered.) Fortunately for Emilie, her father managed to hold out against the convent.

		But even though she got to study, she was still lonely—and could scarcely leave the house. If she went to the front of their mansion, when the staﬀ went in and out on errands, at best she could see the open Paris streets beyond, and the king's private Louvre palace in the distance. It wasn't becoming for a female to explore on her own, and it was also too dangerous—not just at night, when, as her two older brothers had taught her, knife-wielding killers and the ghosts of the dead and carriers of plague roamed, but even during the day, when mutilated beggars would defecate under the yew trees in the Tuileries beside the old clay quarries there, and huge wooden carriages would jounce past while groups of restless policemen with thick cudgels watched the crowds. She was constrained to stay in.

		As time passed, she realized that her protective father wouldn't be there forever. She had exactly two alternatives in life: either she could marry into a family that would keep her well or she really could be sent to a convent. Only this time it would be not just for a few years of education but to stay for the rest of her life, amid women who'd been disfigured by smallpox, or who'd been considering marrying beneath them, or—perhaps the majority—whose parents were simply unwilling to waste the funds to send a daughter out into any suitable family at all. It was not a biological clock but a financial one that now began to tick.

		To make it harder, her father's income had gone down. For many years he had been chief of etiquette at Versailles and had earned a great deal by negotiating with foreign dignitaries to give them access to the king. After Louis XIV died, however, in 1715, that had stopped. Emilie's dowry—crucial to help pull in a spouse—was only medium-sized.

		Luckily, though, when Emilie was fifteen—in 1721—something began to happen that tormented Renée-Caroline, still a regular visitor, more than ever. Emilie had been lanky and awkward as a child (“my cousin was three or four years younger than me,” Renée-Caroline wrote, “but she was at least five or six inches taller”). Now, though, Emilie filled out. Her face took on an attractive oval shape, her hazel eyes widened, and she became, if not the perfect beauty that her mother had been, then a tall young woman who was very fit and very confident.

		This could be her escape route. At age sixteen she was sent to live at court, to see what man she could attract with her mix of beauty and money—and with luck she wouldn't say too much to put him oﬀ. The purpose, as every woman understood, was to get a man who, in the later immortal words of Dorothy Parker, should be wealthy, loyal, and dumb.

		But although Emilie didn't want the convent, she still was choosy. She was realistic enough to know that she wasn't going to find a man who would stimulate her creativity. But she also didn't want the standard life of a wealthy married woman, and needed someone who would at least give her the space to keep on studying.

		It didn't help that since the recent death of Louis XIV the court had been run by a regent, who encouraged a sensual indulgence in his own life and among his courtiers that the old king hadn't allowed for decades. Since the most ridiculous of the fops, oﬃcers, and gamblers at Court wouldn't leave her alone, Emilie had to come up with a plan to show she was serious. As one account has it, she simply challenged the chief of the royal household guard, Jacques de Brun, to a sword fight.

		De Brun was an experienced soldier and might have thought this was madness, barely worth lifting a weapon, but Emilie knew what she was doing. They wouldn't use their swords to try to kill, but the spectacle of her having to take oﬀ her formal dress and squaring up against this professional soldier would bring as many of the nobles as could manage to circle around and watch.

		The years of fencing lessons Emilie's father had given her now paid oﬀ. One soldier who knew her well—and had himself killed a man in a duel—wrote, “She… wields a sword like a hussar, and becomes so ferocious when [a man] vexes her that she would not hesitate to run him through.” She didn't defeat de Brun, but he didn't defeat her either. They each put down their swords, panting.

		To her mother this was the worst possible thing she could have done. “My youngest… frightens away the suitors…. We may be forced to send her to a convent [after all], but no abbess would accept her.” There was still no sign of the ideal suitor at Versailles, but Emilie could now go back to her studies, at least for a while.

		It was harder than at home, because she'd gone beyond what her Paris tutors could teach her and there was no one at Versailles she could share her interests with, especially in philosophy and science. She began to study and read on her own. What she learned went roughly like this:

		In medieval times, several hundred years earlier, there had been virtually no science. The universe was felt to be very simple. There was God on high, and kings and the Pope and cardinals below Him, and the chain of authority continued on, down through bishops, and knights, and monks, all the way to the humblest peasant. Everyone was in his place.

		Nothing new was to be discovered. Even the heavens above were unchanging. Earth was at the center of a small universe, and the sun and planets orbited around us not very far away, possibly closer than the moon. At the outer extremity there were tiny flecks of light—the stars—which were aﬃxed to a crystalline shell that slowly rotated overhead through the seasons. No one could question this, for not only was it obvious to direct sight, but the king and the Church derived their authority from the very nature of this unchanging universe. God ruled from a celestial throne, just as our superiors ruled us from their earthly thrones. Questioning the truths of astronomy would be the same as questioning the authority of kings and religious leaders here on Earth. It was a strict theocracy in which Emilie's distant ancestors lived.

		For centuries on end that vision barely changed. But then—again, according to the standard texts she would have read—a few astronomers such as Copernicus and Kepler began to question the science that underpinned those views. They found that the data that had been unquestioned since ancient times were not as true as believed. The sun did not orbit daily around the Earth. The heavens were not changeless after all.

		Most impressive of all, these new findings were not just guesses; vague notions that depended on intuition to prove true. There were ways to demonstrate that they were accurate, and to chart the new rules in detail.

		Emilie was desperate to learn more—this was what she yearned for—but although she would no doubt drag Louis-Nicolas into nodding agreement when she shared some of these new ideas with him on visits, she couldn't get him to give her extra funds to buy more books. His lowered income didn't allow it.

		There was one alternative. Emilie was bright enough at mathematics to teach herself analytic geometry. Shouldn't she be able to count the cards at the gaming tables quickly enough to give her a chance to win in gambling? (Gambling was popular, and well-bred young women were often exposed to it enough to pick up the rudiments.) If she did develop that skill, then with the money she might gain…

		“My daughter is mad,” Louis-Nicolas soon wrote. “Last week she won more than two thousand gold louis at the card tables, and… spent… half on new books.” Louis-Nicolas hadn't pressured her as much as her mother, but where would this end? “I argued with her in vain, yet she would not understand that no great lord will marry a woman who is seen reading every day.”

		Finally, though, late in 1724, at age seventeen, Emilie realized she had to give in. A few girls managed to still be on the marriage market into their early twenties, but that was rare. (In fact, there had been a small number of women who'd managed to create semi-independent lives, but they were scarcely remembered.) Most women had been signed away in marriage at much younger ages. Girls could be legally married at twelve, and engaged—with no chance of recourse—at age seven.

		With some help from her friends, and advice from her father, the teenage Emilie ended up paying special attention to a heavyset, polite man in his thirties, named Florent-Claude, who was the marquis of Châtelet-Lomont. He was a musketeer, his grandfather had been one of the Sun King's senior generals, and although the family estates were divided with his younger brothers, he still had enough inherited money—and would be helped by Louis-Nicolas's dowry gift—to give this young woman a decent life.

		There was more. As a du Châtelet, he had a high enough ranking in the nobility that he would be able to call in the help of other powerful families if in the future there were legal attacks against him, his wife, or their income. That was important, for legal courts were so weak at the time, and judges so easily swayed by bribes or political influence, that without such personal connections it was quite possible for a family's inheritance to be gravely diminished. It made sense for Florent- Claude too, since Breteuil had his own useful links at court, aside from the wealth he would transfer in his dowry, and also the power of his wife's family name.

		Contracts were now exchanged between the two families, and once the financial details were worked out, Florent-Claude officially proposed. He had been careful about the details but was not as solely mercenary as many others were. (One aristocrat, for example, had signed a marriage contract with the twelve-year-old daughter of a wealthy man and then left his new wife in a convent—she'd been sent back there after the wedding night—where she learned how to read and to sing while he proceeded to spend the dowry on his gambling debts.) Florent-Claude knew that although he and his wife would live quite separate lives, as was the custom, it would also help if they came to like each other.

		The marriage was on, and now everything was changing fast. Gabrielle-Anne was in her element: finally her daughter was seeing some sense. There was no time for reading, of course, for instead there were hair styles to consider, and invitations to arrange, and legions of dressmakers to supervise. There was a rush of other activity at Versailles, of course—including a police hunt for someone who'd attacked a nobleman—but that could be ignored. Emilie was primped and styled and made over. Her mother had accumulated cloth for this occasion in a big wooden wedding chest; now there would be a silk veil-like fabric, to be held over Emilie's head at the ceremony (and which everyone knew would also be used in baptizing her first child); the tight bodice to have commissioned; new very high-heeled shoes (so uncomfortable to walk in that they would always have to be exchanged for slippers inside the house); specialists to prepare the rinses of mercury, bismuth, white lead, and rice flour to be rubbed on her face.

		And then in June 1725 she was married. Florent-Claude wasn't callous, and understood that it would take his young bride a while to get used to her new life. He was willing to let her visit her brothers, whom she was close to, for a while; she could even continue to ride horses, so long as it was under proper supervision. But in September her formal duties began, for they were going to make a ceremonial entrance to the town of Semur in Burgundy, a several-day carriage ride southeast from Paris. He was governor of the castle, ruling over Semur, and this would be their formal home.

		Emilie tried to pack some books, but there wasn't space for many. At noon on September 29 the town began to assemble, pressing up against the stone ramparts: the minor nobles in one area, the priests and monks in another, magistrates and guild artisans and ordinary people packed in their sections as well. The townsmen waited in the heat, and then at 4p.m. there were the first drums announcing that the town's new masters were in sight. The bells of the three grand churches sounded, and nobles with swords were soon riding alongside. Everyone wanted to see the new marquise, not least Florent-Claude's four sisters, who hoped they would soon have someone to give them the latest gossip about Versailles, and clothes, and fashionable decoration.

		The cobblestone and packed-dirt streets in Semur were crowded, and for almost two more hours Emilie had to stay inside the hot carriage beside Florent-Claude. Guards with pikes and arquebuses marched behind, and finally they reached the stone château's central court. Even more dignitaries were waiting there, as well as clusters of everyone who wanted to be thought a dignitary. Her husband was proud. Emilie got out of the carriage. Paris and all she'd learned there were impossibly far away. She was eighteen years old, and surrounded by crowds again, but she was still alone.

	
		2

François
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		PARIS AND THE BASTILLE, 1717–1725

		François-Marie Arouet, still just a minor poet and social butterfly (yet the man who would transform himself to become the great writer Voltaire): young M. Arouet, age twenty-three, partial to wearing black trousers and a white lace shirt, thin and with brilliant eyes, was standing, this Whitsunday morning, amid a group of burly police oﬃcers, just outside the Bastille prison in central Paris. He was joking with them, seemingly without a care in the world, explaining that he was happy to see these looming masonry towers of the Bastille, for he had once visited friends there.

		But it didn't change the fact that he was under arrest. When he'd been staying in a Paris inn, a young fellow guest from the provinces had recognized the notorious young poet and asked, awestruck, if it was really true that the latest mocking verses that were going around Paris were his. The verses attacked the sexual escapades of the liberal regent, Philippe d'Orléans, who'd grabbed power after the recent death of the grand Louis XIV.

		The lines had, in fact, been written by someone else, but Arouet loved to be the center of attention. He smiled and asked if the rural visitor—whose name was Beauregard—thought the verses were any good. Beauregard said yes, but added that now he had met Arouet, he could see that the poet was too young to have written something so accomplished, and they must have been written by someone else. Arouet quickly replied that no, Beauregard was quite wrong. In fact, he said, he'd secretly written a lot of verses like that.

		Beauregard was impressed, and so was the superintendent of police when he saw the report of this one day later—for Beauregard was a police spy, whence young Arouet's position at the Bastille's gates, surrounded by these sturdy police oﬃcers.

		From our era it might seem excessive to be arrested just for writing poems about a ruler's personal life. But in 1717 France, even seventy years before the Revolution, the royal family and its hangers-on were nervous individuals, with a great deal to be nervous about. Back in the previous century, when Louis XIII had taken the throne, a possible usurper was shot to death inside the royal palace as part of an eﬀort to stop an assassination plot against the king. When that king's successor, Louis XIV, had been a child there had been repeated attempts, by massed armies of nobles who didn't accept the Crown's authority, to snatch the young king from the Paris palaces where his terrified mother kept him partly hidden. On several occasions they'd had to escape in secret to avoid these assassins. The new court that had been built at Versailles was a mark of weakness, stemming from those fearful days: the isolated palace there was more easily defensible against assassins, and several hours' ride from mass assaults in Paris.

		For a while the successes in the middle years of Louis XIV's long reign had largely concealed that weakness. In the late 1600s France had dominated the Western world: it had the greatest army, the greatest economy, the greatest architects and engineers and thinkers. But from the latter years of the 1600s, in a decay accelerated by the old Louis's vicious attack on all French Protestants, forcing his country's greatest entrepreneurs to leave, the country's apparent success masked a steady decline. Wars were lost, and the frontiers drew closer: the theater and poetry became stilted. And these failures meant that at the end of Louis XIV's reign there were increasing doubts about the near-magical authority that the Crown had insisted came from God.

		Most recently, since Louis XIV's death in 1715, the kingdom had officially been ruled by Louis XV, who was then, however, a mere five- year-old boy. This meant that the powerful army and all the nobles— with their wealth and centuries of pride—were supposed to obey that youngster's divinely authorized will. But since he spoke in a child's voice and had to be kept on reins to keep from running in random directions when he was brought outside, and he also understood nothing of the government he was supposed to run, all practical power was devolved to the regent, Orléans, who, however, was opposed by several powerful factions among the higher aristocracy in holding this patronage- rich position.

		That's why the government was so touchy about writings that undercut public support. It didn't help that the popular poem Arouet took credit for was one claiming that the licentious Orléans was having sexual relations with his own daughter—an insult made worse by the fact that it quite likely was true.

		Since there were no truly independent law courts in France, Arouet could be kept imprisoned for years. (A little later, for example, when a commoner named Desforges wrote two lines of poetry mocking the king, Desforges was dragged to the fortress of Mont St. Michel, thrown into a constricted iron cage, and kept there for three years.)

		None of that was as important to Arouet as keeping up appearances, though, whence the easy banter with the arresting oﬃcers, and possibly the mention of his highly sensual girlfriend, an aspiring young actress named Suzanne de Livry, who was earnest and loyal as only a fresh-faced country girl eager to escape from the small village where Arouet had met her can be.

		An even greater satisfaction would be to get back at the more senior oﬃcer who'd led the arrest, a Monsieur Ysabeau, who had made the unfortunate mistake of trying to bully Arouet when he led the police storming into the inn. As generations of government officials, literary opponents, aristocrats, crown princes, and scientists across Europe would come to learn, such bullying was not a wise course of action to commence.

		Arouet was quick-witted, terrifyingly so, and now, at the first interrogations after the arrest, he spitefully told Ysabeau that he'd left the poem on the table in his inn room. Ysabeau replied that there were no papers there. He pressed Arouet again about where they were, till Arouet finally admitted, angry at having to give in, that perhaps he'd thrown them into the toilet.

		Upon which news the good bureaucrat Ysabeau quickly returned to the inn, on the not especially salubrious Rue de la Calandre, and found the neighborhood official—the vidangeuse, always a woman— who was responsible for emptying the drains. (There was no reliable sewage system in 1710s Paris, and waste built up in underground pipes and chambers.) The local vidangeuse opened the top of the drain, lowered a candle on a string, perched over the edge, and after as much of a look as she could bear told Ysabeau that there were no papers floating on the thin layer of water that covered the more solid “matière grossière.”

		By now it was Friday the twenty-first. Ysabeau told his superior that he was satisfied, and asked if it was truly necessary to investigate further. But the order for Arouet's arrest hadn't been a mere lower court matter: it had come from the pen of the Regent himself. The superior told Ysabeau that he must do his duty.

		Back at the Rue de la Calandre soon after, or rather in good part under the Rue de la Calandre, oﬃcer Ysabeau and madame la vidangeuse got to work. The neighbors were beside themselves because of the odor being stirred up—they'd begged for the drain to be closed after the first inspection—but soon there was worse. The drains were built of old brick and mortar. As Ysabeau and the vidangeuse pushed in, they brought too much pressure to bear. There was a spurting, perhaps an ominous cracking, and then suddenly, in the cellars beneath the inn where beer and wine were stored, there was an almighty explosion as the old pipes burst, and there appeared, in quick succession, oﬃcer Ysabeau, the vidangeuse, a great amount of water, and an even greater amount of the matière grossière that had accumulated from nowimprisoned poets, visiting informers, and the numerous other guests at the inn.

		The beer and wine were ruined (the owner won compensation from the city administration), but in all the torrent, no subversive poems, intact or torn up, were to be found. They'd never been there, as Ysabeau now realized. “It appears,” Ysabeau wrote with immense self- control to the police superintendent, that “M. Arouet, with his active imagination, only pretended to have thrown away [the documents]… to create unnecessary work.”

		Across Paris, inside the Bastille, the source of this mischief, young François-Marie Arouet, seemed to be settling in easily. He knew that accounts of Ysabeau's misadventures would add to his own reputation for being able to turn harassment to advantage. He also let his friends know that he would soon be dining at the table of the Bastille's governor, and that he'd received volumes of Homer (in Greek, but with facing Latin translations). He prepared a neatly scripted list of further items for the fortress governor to supply: linen handkerchiefs, a nightcap, two cravats, even a bottle of essence of cloves (to keep his teeth clean). During the day François could visit the billiards room in the wealthier part of the Bastille, or wander and chat with aristocrats in other cells. Only at night was he locked in his cell.

		But Arouet's acceptance was just an act. In a poem written much later he described what it really felt like to be locked away as a young man. The cell was deathly silent when the thick bolts of the door were slammed closed: it made the inmate feel separated from the whole universe, like a corpse being wheeled in silence to a cemetery. Arouet had a horror of imprisonment. There were rats and fleas; his cell's walls were at times alive with cockroaches from the cesspools; in neighboring cells there were inmates who had, simply, gone mad. Arouet's cleverness had thrown him into a dead end. That meant he had to change. In all of world literature, the play that had most attracted young Arouet was Sophocles' Oedipus, with its hard-to-resist motif of a son murdering his father. For Arouet's own father had constantly disparaged him, calling him lazy and “cursed by God.” When as a teenager Arouet had refused to go through the charade of law school that his father had tried forcing him into, he'd been threatened with exile to a miserable, malaria-ridden life on the plantations in the French West Indies. It didn't help that Arouet was probably illegitimate, and that his father had furiously taxed him with this fault as well.

		For five years Arouet had been working on and oﬀ on a play that was a retelling of Sophocles' tale. There's an advantage in an author not finishing a work, especially a young author who hates limits. Until the work is done, who can possibly know what your limits are? But of course, in all that delaying, you still haven't achieved anything important.

		Now Arouet resolved to finish oﬀ his play, and he also began detailed plans for another serious work. He would write his way out of the miserable position his vanity had led him to fall into. As would happen many times in his long life to come, he needed to reach that rock bottom before finding the energy—to refute his father's negative judgments?—that would pull him out.

		Orléans hadn't been able to write the order for imprisonment on his own. It had to be couched as if it was the will of the now seven-year-old Louis XV. This, clearly, was inane. Arouet thought back to a period when France had been transformed for the better: to the reign of Henri IV, the king who'd declared that Protestants should be treated fairly, thus leading to a century of relative prosperity for France. Arouet wouldn't be able to get ink and paper within the Bastille, but he began a long history in verse anyway, using a pencil stub to scrawl text in the margins of the books that were passed around the prison, then, more carefully, memorizing hundreds of lines of what he composed (for he couldn't trust that he would be allowed to take with him any notebook in which he wrote them down).

		He also prepared a deeper change. His father had no respect for him, he knew that. He would now retaliate in kind. He was making a life of his own, and probably wasn't even truly descended from Arouet after all. Molière's original name had been Poquelin. François resolved that when he got out of prison, he would change his name as well. One theory is that he chose an anagram of “Arouet le jeune,” for in the style of the time the letters v and u were often substituted, as were j and i.

		(“Arouet le jeune” then become abbreviated as “Arovet l i.”) Another theory is that he took a name from a book of pseudonyms available in the prison. Whatever his reasoning, henceforth he would be his own man: the grand 
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			 Orléans did in fact let him out, after just eleven months, in April 1718, feeling that enough of an example had been made. Voltaire was supposed to stay away from Paris, but gradually he was allowed back in the city to finish his texts and supervise rehearsals: first
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