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RAMEAU’S NEPHEW

SECOND SATIRE

Vertumnis, quotquot sunt, natus iniquis

(Horace: Satires, ii, 7)

COME rain or shine, my custom is to go for a stroll in the Palms‑Royal every afternoon at about five. I am always to be seen there alone, sitting on a seat in the Allée d’Argenson, meditating.
 I hold discussions with myself on politics, love, taste or philosophy, and let my thoughts wander in complete abandon, leaving them free to follow the first wise or foolish idea that comes along, like those young rakes we see in the Allée de Foy who run after a giddy-looking little piece with a laughing face, sparkling eye and tip‑tilted nose, only to leave her for another, accosting them all, but sticking to none. In my case my thoughts are my wenches. If it is too cold or wet I take shelter in the Café de la Régences
 and amuse myself watching people playing chess. Paris is the place in the world, and the Café de la Régence the place in Paris where this game is played best, and at Rey’s the shrewd Legal, the crafty Philidor and the dependable Mayot sally forth to battle. There the most amazing moves can be seen and the poorest conversation heard, for if you can be a man of wit and a great chessplayer like Legal you can also be a great chess‑player and an ass like Foubert and Mayot. One day after dinner there I was, watching a great deal but saying little and listening to as little as I could, when I was accosted by one of the weirdest characters in this land of ours where God has not been sparing of them. He is a compound of the highest and the lowest, good sense and folly. The notions of good and evil must be strangely muddled in his head, for the good 

qualities nature has given him he displays without ostentation, and the bad ones without shame. Moreover he is blessed with a strong constitution, a singularly fervid imagination and lung-power quite out of the ordinary. If you ever run into him and his originality does not hold your interest, you will either stuff your fingers into your ears or run away. God, what awful lungs! Nothing is less like him than himself. At times he is thin and gaunt like somebody in the last stages of consumption; you could count his teeth through his cheeks and it is as though he had had nothing to eat for days on end or had just come out of a Trappist monastery. A month later he is sleek and plump as though he had never left some millionaire’s table or had been shut up in a Cistercian house. Today, in dirty linen and ragged breeches, tattered and almost barefoot, he slinks along with head down and you might be tempted to call him over and give him money. Tomorrow, powdered, well shod, hair curled, beautifully turned out, he walks with head high, showing himself off, and you would almost take him for a gentleman. He lives for the day, gloomy or gay according to circumstances. His first care when he gets up in the morning is to make sure where he will be dining; after dinner he thinks where to go for supper. Night has its own peculiar worry ‑ whether to tramp home to his little garret, assuming that the landlady, sick and tired of waiting for the rent, has not demanded the key back, or whether to go to earth in an inn just out of town and there await the dawn with a crust of bread and a pot of ale. When he has less than six sous in his pocket, which sometimes happens, he falls back on a cabby he knows, or the coachman of some noble lord, who gives him a shake‑down on some straw beside his horses. In the morning he still has some of his mattress in his hair. If the weather is mild he walks up and down the Cours or the Champs-Elysées all night. He reappears with the daylight, already dressed yesterday for today and sometimes 

from today for the rest of the week. I don’t think much of these queer birds myself, though some people make boon companions of them, and even friends. They interest me once a year when I run into them because their characters contrast sharply with other people’s and break the tedious uniformity that our social conventions and set politenesses have brought about. If one of them appears in a company of people he is the speck of yeast that leavens the whole and restores to each of us a portion of his natural individuality. He stirs people up and gives them a shaking, makes them take sides, brings out the truth, shows who are really good and unmasks the villains. It is then that the wise man listens and sorts people out.

My acquaintance with this particular one went a long way back. His talent had opened the door of a certain home where there lived an only daughter. He swore to her father and mother that he would marry her. They shrugged their shoulders and laughed in his face, saying he was mad, but I saw it become an accomplished fact. He used to touch me for a few crowns, which I gave him. Somehow or other he had wormed his way into several good homes, where there was always a place laid for him, but on condition that he did not speak unless permission had been given. He held his peace and ate in a rage. Kept under restraint in this way he was wonderful to behold. If he felt like breaking the agreement and opened his mouth, at the first word all the company cried: ‘Oh, Rameau!’ Then his eyes glittered with rage and he fell to eating again with renewed fury. You were anxious to know this man’s name, and now you do. He is a nephew of the famous musician who has delivered us from the plainsong of Lully that we have been chanting for over a hundred years, who has written so many unintelligible visions and apocalyptic truths on the theory of music, not a word of which he or anyone else has ever understood, and from whom we have a certain number of 

operas in which there is harmony, snatches of song, disconnected ideas, clash of arms, dashings to and fro, triumphs, lances, glories, murmurs and victories to take your breath away, and some dance tunes which will last for ever. Having buried the Florentine master
 he will himself be buried by the Italian virtuosi, which he foresaw. Hence his gloom, misery and surliness, for nobody, even a pretty woman who gets up to find a pimple on her nose, is so cross as an author threatened with outliving his own fame. Witness Marivaux and the younger Crébillon.

He accosts me...‘Aha, there you are, Mr Philosopher, and what are you doing here among all this lot of idlers? Are you wasting your time, too, pushing the wood about?’ (This is a disparaging way of referring to the games of chess and draughts.)

I: No, but when I’ve nothing better to do I enjoy for a moment watching those who push well.

He: In that case you don’t enjoy yourself very often, for apart from Legal and Philidor the others know nothing about it.

I: What about Monsieur de Bissy?

He: He is to chess what Mademoiselle Clairon
 is to acting. They each know everything there is to know about their game.

I: You are hard to please, and I see you tolerate only men of genius.

He: Yes, in chess, draughts, poetry, eloquence, music and other nonsense of that kind. What’s the use of mediocrity in that sort of thing?

I: Not much, I admit. But a large number of men must go in for them before a man of genius emerges. He is one in a million. But that’s enough of that. It‑is ages since I have seen you. When I don’t see you I scarcely give you a thought, but it is always a pleasure to see you again. What have you been up to? 

He: The same as you, I and everybody else does: good, bad and nothing. And then I’ve been hungry and eaten when the chance came along, and after eating I have been thirsty and had a drink, sometimes. In the meantime my beard grew, and when it grew I had a shave.

I: That was a mistake. A beard is all you need to be a sage.

He: I grant you that. I have a lofty, furrowed brow, blazing eyes, prominent nose, a wide face, black, bushy eyebrows, a good mouth with full lips and a square jaw. If this great chin were covered by a long beard it would look most impressive in bronze or marble, don’t you think?

I: Side by side with Caesar, Marcus Aurelius or Socrates.

He: No, I should look better between Diogenes and Phryne. I am as impudent as the one and I am fond of consorting with the others.

I: Are you still in good health?

He: Yes, usually, but not all that good today.

I: What? And you with a paunch like Silenus and a face - 

He: A face you would take for his behind. The spleen which has dried up my dear uncle is apparently fattening his dear nephew.

I: Speaking of your uncle, do you see him sometimes?

He: Yes, going past in the street.

I: Doesn’t he ever do anything for you?

He: If he ever did anything for anybody it was without realizing it. He is a philosopher in his way. He thinks of nothing but himself, and the rest of the universe is not worth a pin to him. His wife and daughter can just die when they like, and so long as the parish bells tolling their knell go on sounding intervals of a twelfth and a seventeenth everything will be all right. He’s quite happy. That is what I particularly value in men of genius. They are only good for one thing, and apart from that, nothing. They don’t 

know what it means to be citizens, fathers, mothers, brothers, relations, friends. Between ourselves, we should resemble them in every respect, but not wish the species to be too numerous. We need men, but not men of genius. My goodness no, them we certainly don’t want. They change the face of the globe, yet even in the smallest things stupidity is so rife and so powerful that you can’t change it without the hell of a fuss. Part of their conception does come about, part remains as it was. Hence two gospels - a Harlequin coat. The wisdom of Rabelais’s monk is true wisdom for his own and everybody else’s peace of mind: do your duty after a fashion, always speak well of his reverence the Prior and let the world go its own sweet way. And it does go quite well, since the majority is satisfied with it. If I knew anything about history I would show you that evil has always come here below through some man of genius. But I don’t know any history because I don’t know anything. Devil take me if I have ever learned anything or if I am any the worse for it. One day I was at the table of a Minister of the Crown who has brains enough for four. Well, he demonstrated as clearly as one and one make two that nothing was more useful to nations than lies and nothing more harmful than truth. I don’t recollect his proofs very well, but obviously it followed that men of genius are pernicious and that if a child bore on his brow the mark of this dangerous gift of nature he should be thrown to the wolves.

I: And yet people like that who are so against genius all claim to possess it.

He: I am sure they think they do in their heart of hearts, but I don’t think they would dare own up to it.

I: That’s because of modesty. So from then on you developed a terrible loathing for genius?

He: One I shall never get over.

I: But I have seen the time when you were in despair at 

only being an ordinary man. You will never be happy if you are equally worried by the pros and the cons. You should make up your mind and stick to it. Still, I agree with you that men of genius are frequently peculiar or, as the saying goes, great wits are oft to madness near allied, and you can’t gainsay the fact. Periods which have not produced any will be despised. Geniuses will bring honour to the nations in which they have lived; sooner or later statues are erected to their memory and they are regarded as benefactors of mankind. With all due respect to the noble minister you were quoting, I think that although a lie may be useful for a moment it is necessarily harmful in the long run, and that, on the contrary, in the long run truth necessarily does good even though it may be harmful at the moment. From which I should be tempted to conclude that the man of genius who shows up a common error or who establishes a great truth is always worthy of our veneration. It may happen that such a man falls a victim to prejudice and the law, but there are two kinds of laws: some absolutely equitable and universal, others capricious and only owing their authority to blindness or force of circumstances. These last bestow only a momentary disgrace upon the man who infringes them, a disgrace which time turns against judges and nations for ever. Who is disgraced today, Socrates or the judge who made him drink the hemlock?

He: And a fat lot of good it has done him! Was he condemned and put to death any the less for that? Was he any the less a seditious citizen? Because he despised a bad law did that do anything to prevent his encouraging fools to despise a good one? Was he any the less impudent and eccentric as a person? Just now you yourself were within an ace of admitting to a very unflattering view of men of genius.

I: Listen, my dear man. A society ought not to have bad 

laws, and if it had only good ones it would never be in the position of persecuting a man of genius. I did not say that genius was inseparable from wickedness or wickedness from genius. A fool is more likely to be a wicked man than a man of intelligence. Even if a genius were usually difficult to live with, touchy, prickly, insufferable, even if he were an evil man, what would you conclude from that?

He: That he ought to be drowned. 

I: Steady, my dear fellow. Now look, tell me ‑ I won’t take your uncle as an example, for he is a hard man, brutal, inhuman, avaricious, he is a bad father, bad husband, bad uncle; but it is not quite certain that he really is a man of genius, that he has taken his art very far or that his work will count ten years from now. But Racine? There was a genius for you, but he was said to be none too good as a man. And what about Voltaire?

He: Don’t press me too hard. I am logical.

I: Which would you prefer: that he had been a worthy person, tied to his counter like Briasson, or to his tape-measure like Barbier
, giving his wife a legitimate baby once a year, a good husband, good father, good uncle, good neighbour, an honest tradesman but nothing more; or that he had been a rogue, a traitor, ambitious, envious, spiteful, but the creator of Andromaque, Britannicus, Iphigénie, Phèdre, Athalie?

He: Well, for him it might have been better if he had been the first of these two.

I: That is infinitely truer than you think.

He: Oh, that’s just like all you people! If we say some​thing good it is just by accident, like lunatics or visionaries. Only people of your sort realize what you are saying. Yes, Mr Philosopher, I do know what I am saying, and I know it as well as you know what you say.

I: Well, then, why for Racine?

He: Because all those fine things he created didn’t bring 

him in as much as twenty thousand francs, whereas if he had been a worthy silk merchant in the Rue Saint‑Denis or the Rue Saint‑Honoré, a wholesale grocer or an apothecary with a good connexion, he would have amassed a huge fortune and while doing so would have enjoyed every possible kind of pleasure. From time to time he would have given a coin to some poor devil of a clown like me for making him laugh or for procuring, upon occasion, a girl to make a nice change from the eternal cohabitation with his wife. We should have had some excellent meals at his home, played for high stakes, drunk excellent liqueurs and coffee, gone for excursions into the country. You see I was perfectly aware of what I was saying. Yes, you can laugh. But let me tell you that it would have been better for everybody round him.

I: No question about that, provided he hadn’t made dishonest use of the wealth he had acquired in legitimate trade, and that he had kept out of his house all these gamblers, these parasites, these dull toadies, idlers and useless rakes, and provided that he had got his shop boys to wallop the officious person who comforts husbands with a nice change from the usual cohabitation with their wives.

He: Wallop, sir, wallop! You don’t wallop people in a well regulated city. It is a respectable way of life, and lots of people go in for it, even titled folk. And what the devil do you expect people to spend their money on if not to have a good table, good company, good wines, pretty women, pleasures of all descriptions, amusements of every kind? I’d just as soon be a pauper as possess a large fortune and have none of these enjoyments. But to come back to Racine. The man has only been any good to people he didn’t know and after his death.

I: Agreed. But just weigh the bad against the good. A thousand years from now he will still draw tears, still be the admiration of men in all countries of the world. He will 

inspire kindness, compassion, tenderness. People will ask who he was and of what country, and they will envy France. He hurt a few individuals who are dead and gone and in whom we take little or no interest, but we have nothing to fear from his misdeeds or failings. No doubt it might have been better if he had received from nature the virtues of an upright man as well as the talents of a great one. He is a tree which has stunted some others growing near by and smothered plants growing at its feet, but it has raised its head to the heavens and its branches have spread far and wide. It has given shade to all who came, come or are to come seeking rest round its majestic trunk. It has produced exquisite fruit in never-failing abundance. Or again we could wish that Voltaire had the gentleness of Duclos, the ingenuousness of Abbé Trublet or the uprightness of Abbé d’Olivet,
 but since that cannot be, let us look at the really interesting side of it and forget for the moment the point we occupy in time and space; let us cast our eyes over the centuries to come, the most distant lands and nations yet to be born. Let us think of the good of our race, and even if we are not generous enough ourselves let us at least forgive nature for having been wiser than we are. If you throw cold water on Greuze’s head you will probably put an end to his talent at the same time as his vanity. If you make Voltaire less sensitive to criticism he will no longer be able to probe down into the soul of Mérope, and will cease to touch your heart.

He: But if nature were as powerful as she is wise why, when she made them great, didn’t she make them equally good?

I: But don’t you see that with such a line of argument you overthrow the universal order of things, and that if everything were excellent here below nothing would stand out as excellent?

He: You are right. The main thing is that you and I should exist, and that we should be you and I. Apart from 

that let everything go as it likes. The best order of things, to my way of thinking, is the one I was meant to be part of, and to hell with the most perfect of worlds if I am not of it. I would rather exist, even as an impudent argufier, than not exist at all.

I: There is nobody who doesn’t share your opinion and criticize the existing order of things without realizing that he is thereby denying his own existence.

He: That is true.

I: Let us therefore accept things as they are. Let us establish what they cost us and how much they bring in, and leave alone all the things we don’t know enough about either to praise or to blame, and which are probably neither good nor evil but only necessary, as many good people think.

He: I don’t follow much of what you are holding forth about. It is apparently philosophy, and I warn you that I give that a wide berth. All I know is that I would like to be somebody else, at the risk of being a man of genius, a great man. Yes, I must confess something tells me I would. I have never heard any of them praised without feeling secretly furious. I am envious. So when I hear something disreputable about their private lives I listen with pleasure. It brings us nearer together and makes my own mediocrity more bearable. I tell myself: ‘You would never have written Mahomet, that’s a fact, but neither would you have perpetrated the eulogy of Maupeou.’
 So I have been and still am angry at being mediocre. Yes, yes, I am mediocre and angry. I have never heard the overture to Les Indes galantes played, never heard Profonds abîmes du Ténare, Nuit, éternelle nuit
 sung, without ruefully telling myself: ‘That’s what you will never do.’ In fact I was jealous of my uncle, and if at his death there had been some fine compositions for keyboard still unpublished, I wouldn’t have hesitated to remain myself and be him too. 

I: If that’s all that’s worrying you, I shouldn’t bother.

He: Oh, it’s nothing. These things are just passing phases.

(He fell once again to singing the overture to Les Indes galantes and the air Profonds abînes, and then went on)

Something inside there is talking to me and saying: Rameau, old chap, you would like to have composed those two pieces, and if you had composed those two you could do two more, and when you had done a certain number you would be played and sung everywhere, and you could hold your head high as you walked along. Your own mind would tell you your own worth, and people would point you out and say: ‘That’s the man who wrote the pretty gavottes,’ (thereupon he sang the gavottes, then, looking like a man whose overwhelming joy has moved him to tears, he added, rubbing his hands): ‘You would have a fine house (measuring the house with his arms), a good bed (nonchalantly stretching himself thereon), good wines (tasting them and clicking his tongue against his palate), a fine coach (raising one leg to step into it), pretty women (fondling their bosoms and gazing at them voluptuously), a hundred lickspittles would come and pay court to me every day (he seemed to see them all round him - Palissot, Poincinet, the Frérons, father and son, La Porte - and he gave ear to them, swelled with pride, bestowed his approval on them, smiled, treated them with disdain or scorn, sent them packing, called them back and then went on): And so it is that you would be told in the morning that you were a great man, you would read in the Trois Siécles that you were a great man, and by the evening you would be convinced that you were one; and the great man, Rameau the Nephew, would fall asleep to the soft murmur of eulogies in his ears, and even in sleep he would look well satisfied, his chest would fill out, rise and fall with pleasure and he would snore like a great man. 

(And while saying all this he sank softly upon a seat, closed his eyes and mimed the happy slumbers he was imagining. Having sampled the sweetness of this repose for a few moments he awoke, yawned, rubbed his eyes and went on looking about him for his fawning flatterers.)

I: So you think the happy man sleeps well?

He: Of course I do! As for me - poor devil - when I get back to my garret and tuck myself into my pallet I am all shrivelled up under my coverlet, my chest tight and my breathing difficult. A sort of feeble whine can just be heard, whereas a financier makes his dwelling re-echo and the whole street is filled with thunder. But at present it is not my wretched snoring and sleeping that are worrying me.

I: And yet that is wretched enough.

He: What has happened to me is far worse.

I: Well, what?

He: You have always taken a certain amount of interest in me because, although I am a chap you really despise, I amuse you at the same time.

I: Yes, that’s true.

He: Very well, I’ll tell you about it.

(Before beginning he fetches a deep sigh and puts both hands to his forehead. Then he recovers an appearance of calm and says:)

You know of course that I am an ignoramus, a fool, a lunatic, rude, lazy and what we in Burgundy call an out and out shirker, a rogue, a gormandizer…

I: What a panegyric!

He: It’s true in every detail. Not one word can be knocked off. No argument about that, if you please. Nobody knows me better than I do myself, and I haven’t said it all.

I: I don’t want to offend you, so I will agree with everything.

He: Very well then, I have been staying with some people 

who took to me precisely because I was gifted with these qualities to an unusual degree.

I: How very odd. Up to now I had thought that one either concealed them from oneself or condoned them in oneself, but despised them in others.

He: Conceal them from oneself, is that possible? You can be sure that when Palissot is quite alone and communing with himself he tells himself quite a different tale. Rest assured that when he and his colleague are together they admit quite frankly that they are nothing but a pair of arch scoundrels. Despise them in others, indeed! My folk were more just and their characteristics were such that I was a tremendous success with them. I lived like a fighting cock, féted and sorely missed if I was a moment away. I was their dear Rameau, their pretty Rameau, their Rameau the lunatic, impertinent, ignorant, lazy, greedy old fool. Not one of these pet names but earned me a smile, a caress, a tap on the shoulder, a box on the ears, a kick, a toothsome morsel chucked on to my plate during meals, at other times a certain liberty I could take without its being of any consequence, for I am a person who isn’t of any consequence. People do what they like with me, in my company, in front of me, without my standing on ceremony. And think of the little presents that rained down upon me! Clumsy dog that I am, I have lost the lot! Lost the lot through having a bit of common sense for once, just once in my life. Ah, never again!

I: Well, what happened?

He: An incomparable piece of folly, incomprehensible, unpardonable.

I: Well, what folly?

He: Rameau, Rameau, did they take you on for that? The stupidity of having shown a bit of taste, intelligence and reason! Rameau, old man, this will teach you to remain what God made you and what your patrons expected you 

to be. And so they seized you by the scruff of the neck, showed you the door, and said: ‘Be off with you, and don’t show your face here again - the fellow has pretensions to sense and reason, it seems! Clear off! We’ve got those qualities ourselves, anyhow.’ And so off you went, biting your nails; it is your accursed tongue that you should have bitten off first. For want of realizing that, here you are out in the street, penniless and with nowhere to lay your head. You were stuffed with food and now you are going back to garbage; well housed and now you will be only too glad to be given back your garret; you had a good bed and now the straw awaits you between Monsieur de Soubise’s coachman and friend Robbé. Instead of the cozy and quiet slumbers you used to enjoy you will hear the whinneying and stamping of horses with one ear and with the other the thousand times worse noise of dull, harsh and barbarous doggerel. Hapless, ill-advised fool, possessed by a million devils!

I: But couldn’t you manage to make it up again with them? Was it such an unpardonable blunder on your part? If I were in your place I should go and see these people. They need you more than you think.

He: Oh, I am sure that now they haven’t got me there to make them laugh they are dull dogs with a vengeance.

I: That’s why I should go and see them. I wouldn’t leave them time to manage without me and turn to some respectable amusement, for who knows what may happen?

He: That’s not what I am afraid of. That won’t happen.

I: However marvellous you may be, somebody else can replace you.

He: Not at all easy.

I: I realize that. All the same, I should go along with that ravaged face, those wild eyes, shirt torn open, tousled hair, in fact in the really tragic state you are in at the moment. I should throw myself at the goddess’s feet, glue my face to the ground, and without raising myself address 

her in a low, sobbing voice: ‘Forgive me, Madame, forgive me, I am an unspeakable wretch. It was just an unfortunate moment, for you know I am not given to common sense, and I swear I will never go in for it again for the rest of my life.’

(The funny thing was that while I was holding forth to him in this way he was doing the actions. He flung himself down with his face pressed to the ground, he seemed to be holding the point of a slipper between his hands, and he wept and sobbed, saying: ‘Yes, my little queen, yes, I promise, never in my life, in my life.’ Then suddenly rising to his feet he went on in a serious and thoughtful tone:),

He: Yes, you are right. I think that is best. She is kind hearted. Monsieur Vieillard says she is so kind! I know myself that she is. And yet to have to go and eat humble pie in front of the bitch! Beg for mercy at the feet of a miserable little performer who is constantly booed by the pit! I, Rameau, son of Monsieur Rameau, apothecary of Dijon and a man of substance who has never bowed the knee to anyone! I, Rameau, nephew of the man they call the great Rameau who, ever since Monsieur Carmontelle drew him stooping and with his hands under his coat-tails, can be seen in the Palms-Royal walking bolt upright and with his arms up in the air. I who have composed keyboard pieces which nobody plays, but which may well be the only ones to go down to future generations who will. I! I, indeed! That I should go and…Look, Sir, it can’t be done. (Placing his right hand on his heart): I can feel something there rising in revolt and saying: ‘Rameau, you will do nothing of the kind.’ There must be a certain dignity connected with man’s nature and which nothing can stifle. A mere nothing will arouse it. Yes, a mere nothing, yet there are other days when it wouldn’t upset me in the least to be as abject as you like, and on those days I would kiss this Hus girl’s arse for twopence.
 

I: Ah, but you see, my friend, she is fair, pretty, young, soft and plump, and so it is an act of humility to which one more delicate than you might stoop upon occasion.

He: Let’s get this clear: there is arse-kissing literally and arse-kissing metaphorically. Ask fat old Bergier, who kisses Madame de la Marque’s arse both literally and metaphorically - and my goodness, in that case I should find both equally unpleasant.

I: If the way I’m suggesting doesn’t appeal to you then have the courage to be a pauper.

He: But it is hard to be a pauper while there are so many wealthy idiots you can live on. And then the self-contempt; that is unbearable.

I: Do you know that sentiment?

He: Of course I do. How many times have I said: ‘Well, Rameau, there are ten thousand good tables in Paris, each laid for fifteen or twenty, and of all those places, not one for you! Pursefuls of gold being poured out right and left, and not one single coin drops out for you! A thousand silly little wits with no talent or merit, a thousand little creatures devoid of charm, a thousand dull wire-pullers are well dressed and you go naked! How can you be such a fool? Couldn’t you flatter as well as the next man? Couldn’t you manage to lie, swear, perjure, promise, fulfil or back out like anybody else? Couldn’t you go on all fours like anybody else? Couldn’t you aid and abet Madame’s intrigue and deliver Monsieur’s love-letters like anybody else? Encourage that young man to speak to Mademoiselle and persuade Mademoiselle to listen to him, like anybody else? Couldn’t you drop a hint to the daughter of one of our bourgeois friends that she looks dowdy and that some nice ear-rings, a little make-up, some lace and a dress in the Polish style would suit her down to the ground? That her dainty feet were not meant for walking in the street, that there is a -rich gentleman, young and handsome, with a gold-braided coat, 

a magnificent carriage, and six tall lackeys, who happened to see her as she was passing by and thinks she is charming, and that from that day on he has lost all appetite for food and drink, cannot sleep any more and is dying? - But what about Daddy? - Yes, of course, your Daddy will be a bit upset just at first. -And then Mummy, who is always telling me to be a good girl? - Old wives’ tales that don’t mean a thing.- And my confessor? - You’ll see no more of him, or if you persist in the quaint idea of going and telling him the story of your amusements, it will cost you a few pounds of sugar and coffee. - He is a stern man, and has already refused me absolution for the song Viens dans ma cellule. That was because you had nothing to give him, but when he sees you all in lace…- Shall I have lace, then? - Of course, all kinds…and wearing lovely diamond ear-rings. - What, shall I have diamond ear-rings? - Yes. - Like those of that marquise who sometimes comes and buys gloves in our shop? - Yes, just like those; a fine coach with dappled grey horses, two tall flunkeys and a little nigger-boy, and the outrider in front; make-up, patches and a train-bearer. At the ball? - Yes, at the ball, the opera, the theatre…. (Already her heart is bounding with joy…. You fiddle with a bit of paper between your fingers…) - What’s that? Nothing. - Oh yes, I think it is. - It’s a note. - Who for? For you, if you are at all interested. - Interested? I should think I am. Let’s have a look…(she reads it). A meeting, that’s out of the question.- On the way to Mass? - Mummy always goes with me. But supposing he came here one morning rather early…I always get up first and am down at the counter before anyone else is out of bed. He comes, she likes him, and one fine day, at twilight, the damsel disappears and I get my two thousand crowns…. And to think, old man, you possess talents like that and yet go without bread! Aren’t you ashamed of yourself, you old misery? I recalled a lot of rascals who didn’t come up to 

my ankles and yet were rolling in money; I had a fustian coat and they were covered in velvet; they supported themselves on sticks with gold handles shaped like ravens’ beaks and wore rings on their fingers with Aristotle or Plato stones. How did they begin, though? Most of them as third-rate musicians, and today they are petty nobles. Thereupon I felt brave, with soul uplifted, wits sharpened and equal to anything. But those happy moods were only of short duration, apparently, for so far I haven’t been able to make much headway. Anyhow, that is the theme of my frequent soliloquies, and you can paraphrase them how you like so long as you conclude therefrom that I do know what self-contempt is, or the torment of the soul that comes from neglect of the talents heaven has vouchsafed us, which is the cruellest of all. It were almost better that a man had never been born.

(As I was listening to him acting the scene of the pimp and the maiden he was procuring, I was torn between opposite impulses and did not know whether to give in to laughter or furious indignation. I felt embarrassed. A score of times a burst of laughter prevented a burst of rage, and a score of times the anger rising from the depths of my heart ended in a burst of laughter. I was dumbfounded at such sagacity and such baseness, such alternately true and false notions, such absolute perversion of feeling and utter turpitude, and yet such uncommon candour. He noticed the conflict going on inside me and said: What’s the matter?)

I: Nothing:

He: You look upset.

I: Well, so I am.

He: What do you advise, then?

I: Change the subject. Unhappy man, to have been born or to have fallen into a state so vile!

He: I quite agree. But don’t take my state too much to 

heart. When I took you into my confidence it was not in order to upset you. I managed to put a little by while I was with these people, for, remember, everything was found, absolutely everything, and I was allowed so much for my little extras.

(Then he began banging his forehead again with his fist, chewing his lip and rolling wild eyes ceilingwards, adding: But it’s all over now. I put a little aside, time has gone by and anyhow that much is saved.)

I: You mean that much is lost.

He: No, no, saved. You get richer every minute. One day less to live or one crown more, it all comes to the same. The important thing is to evacuate the bowels easily, freely, pleasantly and copiously every evening. O stercus pretiosum! That is the final outcome of life in every sphere. At the last day all are equally rich, whether it is Samuel Bernard
 who, thanks to thefts, pillagings and bankruptcies, leaves seven millions in gold, or Rameau who will leave nothing, Rameau whose hessian shroud will be provided by charity. A dead man can’t hear the bells tolling, and it’s no use a hundred priests chanting themselves hoarse for him and a long line of blazing torches stretching in front and behind, for his soul is not walking in the procession with the master of ceremonies. To rot under marble or to rot under earth is still to rot. To have your coffin surrounded by choirboys in red or choirboys in blue or nobody at all, what difference does it make? And then look at this wrist of mine; it used to be as stiff as the devil. These ten fingers were like so many rods set in a wooden metacarpus, arid these tendons were like old catgut, drier and stiffer than that which has been on a turner’s wheel. But I have so pulled them about, strained and broken them in. So you won’t work, won’t you? Well, I say you damn well will, and that’s that.

(While saying this he seized with his right hand the fingers and wrist of his left and turned them backwards and 

forwards until his fingertips touched his arm; his joints cracked and I was afraid they would be dislocated for

I: Mind what you are doing, you will maim yourself.

He: No fear, they’re used to it. For ten years I’ve been giving them a dreadful time of it. Whatever they felt about it the buggers just had to get used to it and learn to hit the right keys and flit over the strings. And so they work all right now. Yes, quite all right.

(At the same time he takes up the position of a violinist, hums an allegro of Locatelli, his right arm moves as though bowing and his left hand and fingers seem to fly up and down the neck. If he plays a wrong note he stops, tightens or loosens the string; plucking it with his nail to make sure it is in tune, then takes up the piece again where he broke off, tapping the time with his foot; head, feet, hands, arms, body all play their part. In this very way you have sometimes seen Ferrari or Chiabran or some other virtuoso in similar convulsions at the Concert of Sacred Music, presenting a picture of the same torture and giving me almost as much pain, for is it not a painful thing to see torment in somebody who is supposed to be giving a representation of pleasure? If he must act the part of a victim being tortured, for goodness sake draw a curtain between this man and me and hide him from me. If in the middle of all this agitation and shouting there occurred a piece of double-stopping, one of those passages in harmony when the bow is drawn slowly across more than one string at the same time, his face took on an expression of ecstasy, his voice grew gentle and he listened to himself with rapture. And the chords really were heard by his ears and mine. Finally, putting his fiddle back under his left arm with the hand that had been holding it, and lowering his right hand with the bow, he said: Well, what do you think of that?) 

I: Marvellous.

He: Not too bad, I think. Sounds just about as good as the others.

(Thereupon he crouched like a player sitting down at the keyboard. Take pity on yourself and me, I said.)

No, no, as I’ve got you here you shall listen. I don’t want a testimonial given without knowing what for. You will now praise me in more convincing tones, and that will bring me in another pupil.

I: I go about so little, and you will tire yourself to no purpose.

He: I never get tired.

(Seeing that it would be quite pointless to pity the fellow, whom the violin sonata had left bathed in sweat, I decided to let him get on with it. So there he was, seated at the keyboard, with his legs bent and his head turned ceiling-wards, where you would have said he could see a score written out, singing, improvising, playing something by Alberti or Galuppi, I don’t know which. His voice went like the wind and his fingers flew over the keys, sometimes abandoning the top part so as to do the bass, sometimes leaving the accompaniment to take up the top part again. One passion after another flitted across his face - you could see tenderness, anger, pleasure, grief and feel the pianos and fortes. And I am sure that somebody better versed than I would have recognized the piece from the tempo and character, his facial expressions and the snatches of song that escaped him from time to time. But what was so odd was that every now and then he fumbled and made a fresh start as though he had done it wrong and was annoyed at no longer having it at his fingers’ ends.

So you see, he said, rising to his feet and wiping the drops of sweat that were running down his cheeks, that we also can strike a tritone or an augmented fifth, and that we are familiar with consecutive fifths. Those enharmonic passages 

that dear uncle has made such a fuss about aren’t really all that difficult, and we shall manage all right.)

I: You have put yourself to a lot of trouble to show me how very proficient you are. A man like me would have taken your word for it. 

He: Very proficient? Oh no. As far as the tricks of my trade are concerned, I know them fairly well, and that is more than is necessary. For in this country need anyone know the subject he teaches? 

I: No, any more than people need know what they learn. 

He: That’s very true, good Lord, very true. Now, Mr Philosopher, put your hand on your heart and tell the truth. Time was when you weren’t as well off as you are today. 

I: I’m not all that well off even now. 

He: But you wouldn’t still be going to the Luxembourg in summer, you remember -

I: That’ll do, yes, I remember. 

He: In a grey plush coat. 

I: Yes, yes. 

He: Threadbare on one side, with a frayed cuff, and black woollen stockings darned up the back with white thread. 

I: All right, all right, have it your own way. 

He: What did you do in those days in the Allée des Soupirs?
 

I: Look pretty silly. 

He: After that you used to trot along the road. 

I: Quite right. 

He: You used to give maths lessons. 

I: Without knowing a word about it myself - isn’t that what you’re driving at? 

He: Exactly. 

I: I learned through teaching others, and I turned out some good pupils. 

He: That’s as may be, but music isn’t the same thing as algebra or geometry. Now that you are a well-to-do gent -

I: Not so well-to-do. 

He: - And have feathered your own nest -

I: Very little. 

He: You take on tutors for your daughter. 

I: Not yet. Her mother sees to her education. Anything for peace and quiet at home. 

He: Peace and quiet at home? Damn it, you only get that when you are servant or master, and the thing to be is master. I once had a wife, God rest her soul, but when, on occasion, she answered back, I rose up on my spurs, loosed my thunders and said, like God: ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. And so in the space of four years we didn’t have words ten times. How old is your child? 

I: That is nothing to do with it. 

He: How old is your child? 

I: For God’s sake leave my child and her age out of it and get back to the teachers she is to have. 

He: Really, I’ve never known anything so pig-headed as a philosopher. Would it be possible, by dint of the most humble supplications, to learn from the esteemed philosopher roughly how old his respected daughter might be? 

I: Well, let’s say eight.

He: Eight! She should have had her fingers on the keys these four years. 

I: But perhaps I was not all that anxious to bring into her educational programme a subject that takes up so much time and serves so little purpose. 

He: And what will you teach her, then? 

I: To reason correctly, if I can. An uncommon thing in men and even rarer in women. 

He: Oh, let her be as unreasonable as she likes, so long as she is pretty, amusing and attractive. 

I: Since nature has been unkind enough to give her a 

delicate constitution and a sensitive soul, and expose her to the same troubles in life as if she had a robust constitution and a heart of bronze, I shall teach her, if I can, how to bear these things with fortitude.

He: Oh, let her weep, suffer, put on affectations and nerve-storms like everybody else, so long as she’s pretty, amusing and attractive. What, no dancing lessons?

I: Only what is needed for curtseying, standing up properly, having a good presence and deportment.

He: No singing? 

I: No more than you need for good enunciation.

He: No music?

I: If there were a good teacher of harmony I would willingly send her to him for two hours a day for a year or two, but not more.

He: And in the place of the essential things you are cutting out…

I: I put grammar, literature, history, geography, a bit of drawing and a great deal of ethics.

He: How easy it would be for me to prove the uselessness of all those subjects in a world such as ours. Uselessness? I would even say danger, perhaps. But for the moment I’ll stick to the one question: won’t she need one or two teachers ?

I: I expect so.

He: Ah, here we are again. And you hope that these teachers will know the grammar, literature, history, geography and ethics in which they will be giving her lessons? Rubbish, my dear sir, rubbish. If they knew those things well enough to teach them they wouldn’t be teaching.

I: Why not?

He: Because they would have spent their whole life studying them. You have to be deeply versed in art or science in order to be sure of the rudiments. School textbooks can only be written by those who have grown grey 

in harness. It is the middle and end which throw light on the obscurities of the early stages. Ask your friend Monsieur d’Alembert, the star of mathematical science, if he thinks he is too good for the elementary work. It was only after thirty or forty years of practice that my uncle descried the first glimmerings of musical theory.

I: Oh, idiot, arch-idiot! How comes it that in that crackpot brain of yours such sound ideas are mixed up with so many absurdities?

He: Who the devil knows? Chance chucks them at you and they stick. But still, when you don’t know everything you don’t know anything properly. You don’t know where one thing goes or another comes from, where this or that should be fitted in, which should go first, or whether it would be better second. Can you teach properly without method? But where does method come from? For example, my dear philosopher, I’ve an idea physics will always be a miserable science, a drop of water taken up on a needlepoint from the vast ocean, a single particle from the chain of the Alps. And why do phenomena happen? Really, you might just as well know nothing as know so little so badly. That was exactly my position when I set up as a teacher of accompaniment and composition. But what are you dreaming about?

I: I am reflecting that everything you have said is more specious than logical. But let it go at that. You say you have taught accompaniment and composition?

He: Yes.

I: Knowing nothing whatever about it?

He: No, I certainly didn’t, and that is why there were worse teachers than me: the ones who thought they knew something. At any rate I didn’t ruin the intelligence and fingers of the children. When they went on from me to a good teacher, having learned nothing they had nothing to unlearn, and that was so much time and money saved. 

I: How did you get away with it?

He: Like they all do. I would arrive and fling myself into an arm-chair: ‘What awful weather! How tiring the pavement is!’ I then gossiped about various bits of news: ‘Mademoiselle Lemierre was to have been a vestal in the new opera, but she is pregnant for the second time, and they don’t know who will understudy her. Mademoiselle Arnould has left her Count and it is said that she is bargaining with Bertin. The Count has found the secret of Monsieur de Montamy’s porcelain, though. At the last concert of the music circle there was an Italian woman who sang like an angel. As for Préville, he is a wonder. You should see him in Le Mercure galant; the riddle scene is priceless. Poor old Dumesnil has got beyond knowing what she is saying or doing. Now Mademoiselle, get out your music.’ While Mademoiselle, in no hurry, is looking for her book which she has mislaid, while the maid is being summoned and there is a dressing-down, I go on: ‘Clairon really is incomprehensible. There is talk of a very peculiar marriage, that of Mademoiselle What’s-her-name, a little thing he was keeping, who has had two or three children by him and who had been kept by lots of others.’ ‘Now, now, Rameau, that can’t be true, you are talking rubbish.’ ‘No I’m not; it is even said that it is an accomplished fact. Rumour has it that Voltaire is dead; that’s a good thing.’ ‘Why a good thing?’ ‘Well, it means we can expect something amusing from him. He makes a habit of dying a fortnight before.’ Now, what else can I tell you? I recounted a few low stories I had picked up in a house I had been in, for we are all great scandalmongers. I acted the fool and was listened to, laughed at. They exclaimed how delightful I always was. But meanwhile Mademoiselle’s book had at last been found under an arm-chair where it had been dragged, chewy up and torn to pieces by a young pug-dog or by a kitten. She sat herself down at the instrument. First she strummed away 

on her own. Then I walked up, having made an approving sign to her mother. Mother: ‘Not too bad, she only needs the will, but she won’t use it. She prefers to waste her time chattering, bothering about clothes, running here and there, goodness knows what. You are no sooner gone than the book is shut and not opened again until you come back. What’s more, you never find fault with her.’ Well, as I had to do something, I took hold of her hands and put them into a different position. I lost my temper and shouted: ‘G, G, G, Mademoiselle, it’s a G!’ Mother: ‘Mademoiselle, have you no ears? I am not at the keyboard, and can’t see over to your book, yet even I can feel it should be a G. You are giving this gentleman such a lot of trouble. I don’t know how he can be so patient. You don’t remember a thing he tells you. You are not making any progress at all…. ’ Thereupon I softened the blow a little, and with a toss of the head: ‘Excuse me, Madame, excuse me,’ I said, ‘it could be much better if Mademoiselle wished and if she put in a little work, but still it is not too bad.’ Mother: ‘If I were you I would keep her on the same piece for a year.’ ‘Oh, don’t you worry, she won’t get away from it until she has mastered all the difficulties, and that won’t be as long as you think, Madame.’ Mother: ‘Monsieur Rameau, you are flattering her, you are too indulgent. That’s the only thing she will remember about her lesson and she will manage to trot it out again when it suits her.’ The hour was going by. My pupil handed me my fee with the graceful arm movement and curtsey she had learned from her dancing-master. As I was pocketing it her mother said: ‘Very nice, Mademoiselle, and if Javillier were here he would clap.’ I chattered away for another minute out of politeness and then disappeared. And that is what used to be called a lesson in accompaniment.

I: And is it different nowadays?

He: Good Lord, I should think so. I arrive. I look solemn. 

I hasten to take my hands out of my muff. I open the instrument and try the keys. I am always in a hurry, and if I am kept waiting a moment I shout as though I am being robbed. An hour from now I have to be at such and such, in two hours’ time at the Duchess of So and So’s. I am expected to dinner by a lovely marquise, and immediately after that there is a concert at’ the Baron de Bacq’s in the Rue Neuve des Petits-Champs.

I: But really you aren’t expected anywhere?

He: Quite true.

I: Then why resort to all these nasty little tricks?

He: Nasty? And for why, pray? They are customary in my profession. There is nothing degrading in doing the same as everybody else. I didn’t invent them, and I should be peculiar and incompetent if I didn’t conform. Of course I well know that if you start applying certain general principles of the sort of morality they all preach and nobody practises, it will work out that white is black and black white. But, Mr Philosopher, there is such a thing as a standard conscience just as there is a standard grammar, and then exceptions in every language that I think you learned people call…er…oh, what is it, er…

I: Idioms.

He: Exactly. Well, then, every profession has its exceptions to the general code, and I might very well call these trade idioms.

I: I see. Fontenelle speaks and writes well, although his style is packed with French idioms.

He: And sovereign, minister, financier, magistrate, soldier, writer, lawyer, attorney, merchant, banker, artisan, singing-master, dancing-master are all perfectly honest people, although their behaviour departs from the accepted code in several respects and is full of moral idioms. The longer things have been established the more the idioms; the harder times get, the more the idioms increase. The job 

is worth what the man is worth, and in the end vice-versa, the man is worth what the job is. So we make the job worth as much as we can.

I: All I can gather clearly from all this rigmarole is that few trades are honestly practised, or there are few men who are honest in their jobs.

He: Quite right, there aren’t any. But on the other hand not many are rascals when they are not on the job. And everything would work quite well were it not for a certain number of people of the sort called industrious, punctilious, fulfilling their duties to the letter, strict, or always on the premises, which comes to the same thing, doing their job from morn till night and doing nothing else. And they are the only ones who become wealthy and respected.

I: Through idioms?

He: Quite. I see you have grasped my meaning. Well now, one idiom found in almost every walk of life - for some are common to all countries and times just as there are universal stupidities - one common idiom is to get as many customers as possible, and one common stupidity is to believe that the person with the most is the most competent. These are two exceptions to the general code which one must bow to. It is a kind of credit system - no intrinsic value, but value conferred by public opinion. It has been said that a good name is worth more than a belt of gold. Now the man with the good name has no belt of gold, but I notice that nowadays the one with the belt of gold seldom lacks the good name. So far as possible we must try to have both, and that is my object when I advertise my worth with what you style nasty tricks and shameful little deceptions. I give my lesson and I do it well - that is the general rule. I let it be known that I have more lessons to give than there are hours in the day - that is the idiom.

I: So you really give a good lesson?

He: Yes, not bad, reasonably good. Dear uncle’s ground 

bass has simplified it all. Formerly I robbed my pupil of his money; yes, it was robbery, it really was. Now I earn it, as much as the others, anyway.

I: And did you rob without compunction?

He: Oh yes, no compunction at all. They say that when a thief robs a thief the devil has a good laugh. The parents were rolling in money - God knows where it came from court, high finance, commerce, banking, business of some kind. Together with a lot of others they employed, I was helping them to make restitution. In nature all the species feed on each other, and all classes prey on each other in society. We mete out justice to each other without the law taking a hand. The Deschamps female formerly, and more recently the Guimard, are the King’s vengeance upon the financier, and now dressmaker, jeweller, furnisher, laundrywoman, swindler, chamber-maid, cook, harness-maker are avenging the financier upon the Deschamps.
 In the midst of all that only the fool or the ne’er-do-well comes to any harm without hurting somebody else, and that is as it should be. Hence you observe that these exceptions to the general code, or moral idioms that there is so much talk about under the heading of taking one’s perks, amount to nothing at all, and that, taking it all round, all that matters is keeping your eyes open.

I: Yours certainly are!

He: Then there is poverty. The voice of conscience and honour is very hard to hear when your guts are crying out. Anyway, if I ever get rich it will be my turn to make restitution, and I am resolved to do so in all possible ways food, gambling, wine and women.

I: But I’m afraid you won’t ever get rich. 

He: I suspect as much myself. 

I: But if things turned out differently, what would you do? 

He: The same as all down-and-outs who get on. I should 

be the most insolent scoundrel you ever set eyes on. Then I should remember all they had made me suffer and pay them back all the humiliations I had been made to swallow. I like giving orders, and I shall give them. I like being praised, and praised I shall be. I shall have all the Villemorian
 tribe in my pay, and I shall address them as I have been addressed: ‘Come on, you scalliwags, amuse me,’ and they will amuse me. ‘Let decent people be pulled to pieces,’ and they will be - that is if any can be found. And then we shall have women, and all be bosom friends when drunk, and drunk we shall certainly get. We’ll bandy tittle-tattle and go in for all sorts of quirks and vices. It will be lovely. We shall prove that Voltaire has no brains, Buffon is always high-falutin and nothing but a windbag, Montesquieu merely a wag, D’Alembert will be relegated to his mathematics, and we shall smite hip and thigh all those little Catos like you, who despise us out of envy, whose modesty is a cloak for pride and whose sobriety is dictated by necessity. And music? Then we shall have some!

I: Judging by the worthy use you would make of wealth I see what a great pity it is that you are down and out. You would live in a way that would do the greatest honour to the human race, be most useful to your fellow citizens and most glorious for yourself.

He: Now I think you are laughing at me, Mr Philosopher, and you don’t know who it is you are up against; you seem unaware of the fact that at this moment I represent the most important part of town and Court. The opulent people we see in all walks of life may have admitted to themselves the very things I have been confiding in you, or they may not. But the fact remains that the life I should live in their place is identical with theirs. Now that is just your position: you think that happiness is the same for all. What a strange illusion! Your own brand presupposes a 

certain romantic turn of mind that we don’t all possess, an unusual type of soul, a peculiar taste. You dignify this oddity with the name of virtue and you call it philosophy. But are virtue and philosophy made for everybody? Some can acquire them, some can keep them. Imagine the universe good and philosophical, and admit that it would be devilishly dull. So long live philosophy and long live the wisdom of Solomon - drink good wine, blow yourself out, with luscious food, have a tumble with lovely women, lie on soft beds. Apart from that the rest is vanity.

I: What! fighting for one’s country?

He: Vanity! There’s no such thing left. From pole to pole all I can see is tyrants and slaves.

I: Helping one’s friends?

He: Vanity! Have we got any friends? And if we had, ought we to make them ungrateful? Have a good look round and you will see that that is what you almost always get for service rendered. Gratitude is a burden, and all burdens are meant to be shaken off.

I: Having a position in society and fulfilling its duties?

He: Vanity! What does it matter whether you have a position or not so long as you are rich, since you only take up a position in order to get rich? Fulfilling your duties, where does that land you? Into jealousy, upsets, persecution. Is that the way to get on? Butter people up, good God, butter them up, watch the great, study their tastes, fall in with their whims, pander to their vices, approve of their injustices. That’s the secret.

I: Seeing to the upbringing of one’s children?

He: Vanity! That’s the teacher’s job.

I: But if that teacher is so imbued with your principles that he neglects his duty, who is going to be penalized for it?

He: It won’t be me, that’s certain, but perhaps some day my daughter’s husband or my son’s wife. 

I: But if they both plunge into debauchery and vice? 

He: That’s their own look out. 

I: If they bring dishonour upon themselves? 

He: Whatever you do, you can’t bring dishonour upon yourself if you are rich. 

I: And if they lose their money? 

He: That’s their affair! 

I: I can see that if you don’t feel responsible for looking after your wife’s behaviour, or your children’s or your servants’, you might easily neglect your own interests. 

He: Oh no, excuse me; it is difficult sometimes to raise money, and it is prudent to set about it well in advance. 

I: You won’t pay much attention to your wife? 

He: None at all, if you please. The best way of dealing with one’s better half, I think, is to do what suits her. Don’t you think society would be great fun if everybody did what appealed to him? 

I: Why not? The evening is never so good for me as when I am pleased with my morning. 

He: Same with me. 

I: What makes fashionable people so choosy about their amusements is their abysmal idleness. 

He: Don’t you believe it. They are always on the go. 

I: As they never get tired they never take a rest either. 

He: Don’t you believe it. They are always knocked up. 

I: Pleasure is always a business for them and never a need. 

He: All to the good. A need is always painful. 

I: They wear everything out. Their souls run to seed and boredom takes over. In the midst of oppressive opulence it would be a kindness to relieve them of life. All they know of happiness is the part which cloys first. I’m not above the pleasures of the senses myself. I have a palate too, and it is tickled by a delicate dish or a rare wine. I have a heart and a pair of eyes, and enjoy looking at a pretty woman. I like to 

feel her firm, round bosom, press her lips with mine, drink pleasure from her eyes and die of it in her arms. I am not averse to a night out with my men friends sometimes, and even a pretty rowdy one. But I won’t hide the fact that it is infinitely more pleasurable for me to have helped the unfortunate, successfully concluded some tricky bit of business, given some good advice, read something pleasant, taken a walk with a man or woman I am fond of, spent a few instructional hours with my children, written a worthwhile page, fulfilled the duties of my position, said some tender, soft words to the woman I love and made her love me. I can think of deeds I would give everything I possess to have done. Mahomet is a sublime work, but I would rather have restored the good name of the Calas family.
 A man I knew had gone off to Cartagena. He was a younger son in a country where custom hands everything over to the eldest. While there he learned that his elder brother, a spoilt child, had stripped his over-indulgent parents of everything they possessed and then turned them out of the family seat, and that the poor old folk were existing in poverty in a little provincial town. What did this young man do who, harshly treated by his parents, had gone to seek his fortune in foreign parts? He sent them assistance, hastened to wind up his own business and went back a wealthy man. He restored his father and mother to their home. He found dowries for his sisters. Ah, my dear Rameau, that man looked upon this period as the happiest in his life. He told me about it with tears in his eyes, and even as I tell you the story I can feel my heart stirring with joy, and my voice fails me. 

He: What funny people you are! 

I: And you are people to be pitied if you can’t see that we have risen above our human condition, and that it is impossible to be unhappy with two good deeds of this kind to make one secure. 

He: That is a kind of felicity I shall find it hard to get to know, for it is not often met with. So according to you we should all be virtuous?

I: Certainly, if we want to be happy.

He: And yet I can see countless good people who are not happy, and countless happy ones who are not good.

I: So you think.

He: But isn’t it all because of a minute’s common sense and sincerity that I don’t know where to turn for a meal tonight?

I: No, of course not. It’s because you haven’t been like that all along. Because you didn’t realize early enough that you should begin by making yourself a position free from dependency.

He: Free from dependency or no, the one I have made for myself is the most enjoyable, anyway.

I: And the least secure and the least reputable.

He: But the one best suited to my role as an idler, fool and good-for-nothing.

I: Agreed.

He: And since I can achieve happiness through failings natural to me which I have acquired without toil and retain without effort, which fit in with the customs of my country, appeal to the tastes of my patrons and are more in harmony with their little personal requirements than some virtues which would cramp their style by nagging away at them from morn till eve, it would be strange indeed for me to torture myself like a soul in hell so as to mutilate myself into something quite different from what I am. I should give myself a character quite foreign to me and qualities most praiseworthy (I grant you that, so as to have no argument), but which would cost a lot to acquire and land me nowhere, or worse than nowhere, because I should be continually satirizing the rich from whom poor devils like me have to make a living. People laud virtue, but they 

hate and avoid it, for it freezes you to death, and in this world you have to keep your feet warm. Besides, it would inevitably make me ill-tempered, for why do we so often see the virtuous so hard, tiresome and unsociable? Because they have subjected themselves to a discipline that is not in their nature. They are miserable, and when you are miserable yourself you make others miserable too. That’s not my idea, nor that of my patrons: I have to be gay, adaptable, agreeable, amusing, odd. Virtue commands respect, and respect is a liability. Virtue commands admiration, and admiration is not funny. I have to deal with people who are bored, and I have to make them laugh. Now what makes people laugh is ridiculousness and silliness, so I have to be ridiculous and silly, and if nature had not made me like that it would be simplest to appear so. Fortunately I don’t need to be a hypocrite - there are already so many of every hue, to say nothing of those who take in even themselves. Look at the Chevalier de la Morlière, who turns up the brim of his hat over his ear, carries his head in the air, who looks down his nose at passers-by, has a long sword rattling against his thigh and is always ready with an insult for anybody without one, and seems to be challenging all and sundry - what’s he up to? He is doing everything he can to persuade himself that he is a man of courage, but he is a coward. Just flick your finger under his nose and he will take it quietly. If you want to make him lower his voice raise your own. Show him your stick or apply your foot to his backside, and in his astonishment at being a coward he will ask you who told you so and how you found out? He didn’t realize it himself a moment ago, for long and continuous aping of bravery had taken him in. He had put on the appearance for so long that he thought he was the genuine article. And look at that woman who goes in for self-mortification, visits prisons, attends every charity meeting, walks with downcast eyes, would never dare look a man 

in the face, is for ever on guard lest she be led astray by her senses; does any of this prevent her heart from burning, sighs from bursting forth, her desires from catching fire, her lusts from obsessing her and her imagination from dwelling night and day upon scenes from the Portier des Chartreux or the Postures of Aretino?
 And what happens to her? What does her maid make of it when she gets up in her nightgown and rushes to assist her dying mistress? Go back to bed, Justine, it is not you your mistress is calling upon in her delirium. And friend Rameau, supposing one day he began displaying scorn for fortune, women, good fare and slothful ease and went Spartan, what would he be? A hypocrite. Rameau must be what he is: a thief happy to be among wealthy thieves, and not a trumpeter of virtue or even a virtuous man gnawing his crust of bread in solitude or with a lot of down-and-outs. To put it bluntly, I have no use for your felicity or for the good life of a handful of visionaries like you.

I: I can see, my dear man, that you don’t know what it is and are not even capable of learning.

He: All the better, good God, all the better. It’d make me peg out through hunger, boredom and remorse, perhaps.

I: From what I have heard, the only advice I can give you is to get back with all speed into the house from which you so imprudently got yourself kicked out.

He: And do what you don’t object to literally, but which upsets you a bit metaphorically?

I: That’s my opinion.

He: Leaving aside that metaphor which doesn’t appeal to me just at the moment, but which I shan’t mind some other time…. 

I: How strange you are!

He: Nothing strange about it. I am quite prepared to be abject, but not under compulsion. I am willing to give up my dignity…. But what are you laughing at? 

I: Your dignity strikes me as funny.

He: Each man has his own. I am prepared to forget mine, but of my own free will and not on somebody else’s orders. Should people be in a position to say ‘crawl’, and I have to crawl? That is the worm’s method and it is mine; we both do the same when we are left alone, but we turn when our tails are trodden on. I have had my tail trodden on and I shall turn. And besides, you have no idea what a madhouse it is. Picture a doleful and dismal creature eaten up with vapours and wrapped round in two or three thicknesses of dressing-gown, who finds himself pleasing, but everything else displeasing, from whom you can scarcely get a smile even by dislocating your body and mind in a hundred different ways. He coldly examines the funny contortions of my face and the even funnier ones of my mind, for, between ourselves, that old Father Christmas of a Benedictine who is so famed for his grimaces is, no matter what his triumphs at Court may be, and without any flattery to me or to him either, nothing but a wooden clown compared with me. Struggle as I will to reach the heights of the looney bin - nothing doing. Will he laugh? Won’t he? That’s what I’m obliged to say to myself in the middle of my contortions, and you can guess how bad this uncertainty is for one’s art. Our hypochondriac, with his head buried under a nightcap, looks like a motionless image with a string tied to its chin and going down underneath the chair. You wait for the string to be pulled and it isn’t. Or supposing the jaw does happen to open it is to pronounce one devastating word, one word which shows that you haven’t been noticed and that all your monkey tricks have been wasted. This word is the answer to a question you asked him four days ago. Once the word has been said the mastoid spring is released and the jaw snaps to…. 

(Then he began to take the man off. He sat in a chair with his head held stiff, hat down over his eyes, eyes half 

closed, arms hanging loose, moving his jaw like an automaton and saying: Yes, you are right, Mademoiselle, you must mind how you go.)

It’s His Nibs who decides, always decides, and there is no appeal - night and morning, when he’s dressing, at dinner, at the café, at the gaming table, theatre, supper, bed and, God forgive me, I think in his mistress’s arms. I am not in a position to hear these last decisions, but I am hellishly sick of the others. Gloomy, inscrutable and uncompromising, like Fate - that’s our boss.

Opposite him there is a straightlaced female trying to be important. You could persuade yourself -to tell her she -is pretty because she still is, in spite of some protuberances here and there on her face and a tendency towards the proportions of Madame Bouvillon.
 I like flesh when it is beautiful, but all the same too much is too much, and some movement is so essential to matter. Item, she is more spiteful, proud and stupid than a goose. Item, she thinks she is witty. Item, you have to persuade her that you think she is more so than anybody else. Item, the woman knows nothing and yet makes decisions. Item, her decisions have to be applauded with hands and feet, one must jump for joy, swoon with admiration: ‘How beautiful! how delicate! well put, acutely observed, uniquely felt! Where do you women get all this from? Without any studying, by the sheer power of instinct, by natural reasoning alone; it really is miraculous. And then people say that experience, study, reflection, education all have their part to play.’ And other stupidities of the same sort, with tears of joy. Ten times per day we bow with one knee bent forward and the other leg straight out behind. Arms held out to the goddess, we try to read her wishes in her eyes, hang upon her lips, wait for her orders and dash off like lightning. Who can stoop to play such a part except the poor wretch who by so doing two or three times a week can find the wherewithal to soothe the 

tribulation of his innards? What are we to think of others, such as Palissot, Fréron, the Poinsinets or Baculard,
 who have some possessions and whose turpitudes cannot be excused by the rumblings of an anguished stomach?

I: I would never have thought you were so fussy.

He: I’m not. At first I watched others at it and did likewise, and even went one better, because I am more downright impudent, a better actor, hungrier and possessed of better lungs. I suppose I must be a direct descendant of the famous Stentor.

(And to give me a correct idea of the power of this organ, he began coughing loud enough to shake the café windows and throw the chess players off their game.)

I: But what’s the use of this talent of yours?

He: Can’t you guess?

I: No. I’m a bit slow in the uptake.

He: Suppose an argument has started and the outcome is uncertain. I rise, and loosing my thunder I say: ‘Yes, it is just as Mademoiselle says it is. There’s judgement for you! All our great minds couldn’t do it if they tried a hundred times. The expression is pure genius.’ But you mustn’t always gush in the same way. It would pall. You would look insincere. You would become insipid. You can’t avoid that pitfall except with discrimination and versatility; you must know how to prepare and where to bring in these peremptory tones in the major key, how to seize the occasion and the moment, for example when opinion is divided and the argument has worked itself up to the highest pitch of violence, everybody is talking at once and you can’t hear what they are saying. Then you must take up your position some way off in the corner of the room farthest removed from the battlefield, having prepared your explosion by a long silence, and you suddenly drop like a bomb in the middle of the contestants. Nobody has ever touched me in this art. But it is in the opposite thing that I am really 

amazing. I have some soft notes which I accompany with a smile and an infinite variety of approving faces, with nose, mouth, eyes and brow all brought into play. I have a certain agility with my hips, a way of twisting my spine, raising or lowering my shoulders, stretching my fingers, bowing my head, shutting my eyes and being struck dumb as though I had heard an angelic, divine voice come down from heaven. That’s what gets them. I wonder whether you appreciate the full power of this last attitude. Watch it. Look.

I: It certainly is unique.

He: Do you think any somewhat vain female brain can resist it?

I: No. I must say you have taken the talent for making fools of people and bootlicking as far as it will go.

He: They can do what they like, the whole boiling of them, but they will never reach that point. The best of them, Palissot, for example, will never be more than a good learner. But if this role is amusing at first, and you find a certain amount of pleasure in laughing up your sleeve at the stupidity of the people you are hoodwinking, it ends up by losing its point, and besides, after a certain number of inventions you are forced to repeat yourself. Ingenuity and art have their limits. Only God and one or two rare geniuses can have a career that broadens out as they go along. Bouret is one such, perhaps. Some of his tricks really strike me, yes, even me, as sublime. The little dog, the Book of Happiness, the torches along the Versailles road, these are things which leave me dumbfounded and humiliated. Enough to put you off the profession.
 

I: What do you mean about the little dog?

He: Where can you have dropped from? What, you don’t really know how that remarkable man set about alienating from himself and attaching to the Keeper of the Seals a little dog the latter had taken a fancy to?

I: No, I confess I don’t. 

He: All the better. It is one of the finest things ever conceived; the whole of Europe was thrilled by it, and there isn’t a single courtier it hasn’t made envious. You are not without sagacity: let’s see how you would have set about it. Remember that Bouret was loved by his dog. Bear in mind that the strange attire of the Minister terrified the little creature. Think that he only had one week to overcome the difficulties. You must understand all the conditions of the problem so as to appreciate the merits of the solution. Well!

I: Well, I have to admit that in that line the simplest things would catch me out.

He: Listen (he said, giving me a little tap on the shoulder - he is given to taking liberties), listen and admire! He had a mask made like the face of the Keeper of the Seals, he borrowed the tatter’s ample robe from a footman. He put the mask over his own face. He slipped on the robe. He called the dog, caressed it and gave it a biscuit. Then, suddenly changing his attire, he was no longer the Keeper of the Seals but Bouret, and he called his dog and whipped it. In less than two or three days of this routine, carried on from morning till night, the dog learned to run away from Bouret the Farmer-General and run up to Bouret the Keeper of the Seals. But I am too good natured. You are a layman and don’t deserve to be told about the miracles going on under your very nose.

I: Never mind that, what about the book and the torches, please?

He: No, no. Ask the cobblestones and they will tell you the whole story. You must take advantage of the circumstance that has thrown us together and learn things nobody knows but me.

I: Yes, you are right.

He: Fancy borrowing the robe and the wig (I had forgotten the wig) of the Keeper of the Seals! Having a mask made to look like him! The mask especially makes me green 

with envy. And what’s more that man enjoys the highest esteem, and is worth millions. There are holders of the Cross of Saint Louis who haven’t a bean, so why run after the medal and risk being done in instead of turning to a safe job that never fails to pay? That’s what you call doing things in the grand manner. Such models are discouraging. You feel you are pitiful and get fed up. That mask! That mask! I would give one of my fingers to have thought of that mask.

I: But with this enthusiasm for fine things and this fertile genius of yours haven’t you invented anything yourself?

He: Oh, just a minute: there’s that admiring way of twisting my spine that I mentioned to you, for example. I look upon that as my very own, although it may be disputed by the envious. I think it has been used before, but who realized how useful it was for having a quiet laugh at the egregious ass being admired? I have over a hundred ways of embarking upon the procuring of a young girl at her mother’s side without the latter’s seeing anything, and even making her an accessory. I had scarcely taken up the career before I scorned all the ordinary ways of slipping a love-letter across. I have ten ways of inducing people to snatch it away from me, and some of them, I venture to flatter myself, are quite novel. In particular I have a gift for encouraging a shy young man, and I have brought success to some who had neither wit nor looks. If it were all written down I think I should be credited with some talent.

I: And a high degree of honour?

He: I’m quite sure of it.

I: If I were you I should put all these things into writing. It would be a shame if they were lost.

He: Yes, that’s true, but you don’t suspect how little the method and the rules matter to me. The man who must have a manual won’t ever go far. Geniuses read little, but do a great deal and are their own creators. Look at Caesar, 

Turenne, Vauban, the Marquise de Tencin and her brother the Cardinal, and his secretary, Abbé Trublet.
 And what about Bouret? Whoever gave lessons to Bouret? Nobody. These rare men are formed by nature. Do you suppose the story of the dog and the mask is written down anywhere?

I: But in your spare moments, when the pain in your empty stomach or the strain in your over-full one prevent you from getting to sleep…. 

He: I’ll bear that in mind. Better to write of great things than carry out little ones. Then the soul is lifted up, the imagination is kindled, takes fire and extends, instead of being confined to sharing the Hus girl’s amazement at the applause the silly public will insist on lavishing upon that simpering little Dangeville - who acts so feebly, walks across the stage bent almost double, affects to stare ceaselessly into the eyes of the person she is addressing and to underplay her part, and who takes her own grimaces for subtlety and her miserable trot for graceful movement - or upon that ranting Clairon who is scraggier, more artificial, more mannered and affected than anyone could say. The idiotic pit claps them fit to bring the house down and never seems to notice that we ourselves are a bundle of charms (it is true that the bundle is swelling a bit, but what of that?), that we have the loveliest skin, the most beautiful eyes, the daintiest mouth, no great warmth of temperament, it is true, and a walk that is not light, but neither is it as clumsy as people make out. As to intensity of feeling, on the other hand, there isn’t one of them we couldn’t outdo.

I: What do you mean by all this? Are you being ironical or truthful?

He: The snag is that this remarkable feeling of ours is all inside, and not a glimmer of it penetrates to the outer world. But I who am talking to you now, I know, and know well, that she has got plenty. Or if not precisely that, well, something like it. You should see how, when the mood comes 

over us, we can treat servants, how the maids get their ears boxed, how we can kick old Casual Parts
 if he dares to forget the respect due to us. She’s a little vixen, I tell you, and full of feeling and dignity…. Look here, you don’t quite know what to make of all this, do you?

I: I confess I can’t see whether you are talking in good faith or just out of spite. I am a plain man, so kindly deal with me straightforwardly and leave your art on one side.

He: That is just what we tell the Hus girl about Dangeville and Clairon, with here and there a few words thrown in to put you wise. I don’t mind your taking me for a scoundrel, but not for a fool, and only a fool or a man hopelessly in love could say so many outrageous things seriously.

I: But how can you bring yourself to utter such things?

He: You can’t do it all at once, but little by little it comes, Ingenii largitor venter.
I: You have to be forced into it by a cruel hunger.

He: Maybe. Yet however outrageous these things may seem to you, be assured that the people they are aimed at are more used to hearing them than we are to venturing upon saying them.

I: Is there anybody there with nerve enough to be of your opinion?

He: What do you mean by anybody? It is the sentiment and opinion of the whole of society.

I: Those among you who are not utterly worthless must be utter fools.

He: Fools? I swear there is only one fool, and that is the chap who treats us to his hospitality in exchange for such flattering deceptions.

I: But how can anybody be so palpably taken in? After all, the superiority of the talents of Dangeville and Clairon is beyond dispute.

He: One swallows the lie that flatters, but sips the bitter 

truth drop by drop. And besides, we give the impression of so much conviction and truth!

I: And yet you must have sinned once at any rate against the rules of art, and you must have let drop accidentally some of this painful, bitter truth. For in spite of the miserable, abject, vile, abominable part you play, I think you really have great refinement of soul.

He: I? Not at all. Devil take me if I really know what I am. As a rule my mind is as true as a sphere and my character as honest as the day: never false if I have the slightest interest in being true, never true if I have the slightest interest in being false. I say things as they come to me; if sensible, all to the good, but if outrageous, people don’t take any notice. I use freedom of speech for all it’s worth. I have never reflected in my life, either before speaking, during speech or after. And so I give no offence.

I: But that is just what did happen in the case of the good people with whom you were living, and who showed you so much kindness.

He: Well, what of it? It’s a pity, one of those nasty moments that you get in life. No happiness lasts. I was too well off, and it couldn’t go on. You know we have the most numerous and select company. It is a school for civilized men, a renewal of the hospitality of olden times. All the fallen poets - we pick them up. We had Palissot after his Zara, Bret after Le Faux Généreux, all the unpopular musicians, unread authors, hissed actresses and booed actors, a whole lot of uncomplaining poor, of abject parasites, at the head of whom I have the honour to be, brave leader of a timorous band. When they come for the first time it is I who exhort them to eat. I am the one to ask for a drink for them. They take up so little room! A handful of ragged youngsters who don’t know where to lay their heads but are good-looking, others who are criminal types who butter up the master and send him off to sleep so as to be 

able to have his leavings with the mistress. We look jovial, but in reality we are all foul-tempered and voracious of appetite. Wolves are not more famished, tigers no more cruel. We devour like wolves when the earth has been long under snow, like tigers we tear to pieces anything successful. Sometimes the clans of Bertins, Montsauges and Vilmoriens gather, and then there is a rare old noise in the menagerie. Never were there seen so many wretched, spiteful, malevolent and truculent creatures in one place. You’ hear nothing but names such as Buffon, Duclos, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Voltaire, D’Alembert, Diderot, and God knows what epithets are coupled with them. Nobody is allowed to have any brains unless he is as stupid as we are. That is where the plan for the comedy of the Philosophes was hatched; the scene with the pedlars was contributed by me, taken from the Théologie en quenouille. You are not spared in it any more than the next man.

I: I’m glad to hear it. Perhaps I am being honoured beyond my deserts. I should feel humiliated if people who run down so many intelligent and worthy men were to say anything good of me.

He: There are plenty of us, and each one has to pay his scot. When we have sacrificed the large animals we offer up the others.

I: Insulting learning and virtue for a livelihood! It seems very costly daily bread.

He: I’ve told you already, we don’t count. We run down everybody, but don’t upset anyone. Sometimes we have with us the ponderous Abbé d’Olivet, fat Abbé Leblanc, the humbug Batteux. The fat abbé is only nasty before he is fed. Once he has had his coffee he slumps into an armchair, puts his feet up against the chimneypiece and slumbers like an old parrot on his perch. If the din becomes terrific he yawns, stretches, rubs his eyes and says: ‘Well, what’s up? what’s up?’ ‘Trying to decide whether Piron
 

is more intelligent than Voltaire.’ ‘Let’s get this clear; intelligent, you say? You are not talking about taste, for this Piron of yours hasn’t a notion of what taste is.’ ‘Not a notion?’ ‘No.’ And then off we go into a disquisition upon taste. Thereupon the master makes a sign for silence, for he fancies himself in the matter of taste. ‘Taste,’ he says…‘er, taste is a thing…’. Well, I don’t know what he said it was, no more does he.

Sometimes we get friend Robbé.
 He entertains us with his cynical tales, with the miracles of the Convulsionaries, of which he has been a first-hand witness, and also with a few cantos of his poem on a subject he knows through and through. I loathe his verses, but I enjoy hearing him recite. He looks like one possessed, and all the onlookers cry: ‘There’s a poet for you!’ Between you and me this poetry is nothing but a jumble of all sorts of odd noises, the confusion of tongues of the inhabitants of the Tower of Babel.

We also have among us a certain dull and stupid-looking ninny who really has the devil’s own wit and is more artful than an old monkey. He is one of those figures who invite teasing and leg-pulling and whom God made to catch out people who judge by appearances, people whose looking-glass should have taught them that it is as easy to be a man of intelligence and look silly as to conceal a fool behind a clever-looking face. It is a very common form of meanness to sacrifice a man for the amusement of others, and invariably people have a go at this particular man. He is a trap we set for newcomers, and I have scarcely known a single one who has not fallen into it.

(Sometimes I was astonished by the rightness of this clown’s judgements about men and characters. I told him so.)

Well, you see (he said), you can get something out of bad company just as you can out of libertinism. You are compensated for loss of innocence by loss of prejudices. In the 

company of wicked people, where vice throws off the mask, you learn to recognize them. And besides, I have done some reading.

I: What have you read?

He: I have read and I constantly re-read Theophrastus, La Bruyère and Molière.

I: Excellent works.

He: Much better than they are thought to be, but who knows how to read them?

I: Everybody, according to his intelligence.

He: Hardly anybody. Could you tell me what they look for in them?

I: Entertainment and instruction.

He: But what kind of instruction, for that’s the real point?

I: Knowledge of one’s duties, love of virtue, hatred of vice.

He: Well, what I find in them is everything I ought to do and everything I ought not to say. For instance, when I read L’Avare I say to myself: ‘Be a miser if you want to, but mind you don’t talk like one.’ When I read Tartuffe I tell myself: ‘Be a hypocrite, by all means, but don’t talk like a hypocrite. Keep the vices that come in useful to you, but don’t have either the tone or the appearance, which would expose you to ridicule.’ Now in order to avoid this tone and appearance you must know what they are, and these authors have done excellent portraits of them. I am myself, and I remain myself, but I act and speak as occasion requires. I am not one of those who look down on the moralists, not I ! There is much to be got from them, especially those who have shown morality in action. Evil only upsets people now and then, but the visible signs of evil hurt them from morning till night. It might be better to be a rascal than to look like one: the rascal by nature only offends now and again, but the evil-looking person 

offends all the time. And don’t imagine that I am the only one who reads in this way. My only merit in the matter is that I have done systematically, with an accurate mind and a true aim in view, what most others have done by instinct. That is why their reading doesn’t make them any better than me, and why they remain ridiculous in spite of themselves, whereas I am ridiculous only when I mean to be, and then I leave them far behind. For the same art which helps me to avoid being ridiculous on certain occasions helps me on others to achieve it in a masterly manner. At such times I recall everything others have said, everything I have read, and add everything I can get from my own resources, which in this respect are amazingly productive.

I: It’s a good thing you have revealed these mysteries to me; otherwise I should have thought you inconsistent.

He: No, I’m not. Fortunately for each single time when you must avoid being ridiculous there are a hundred when you have to be. With the great of this world there is no better part to play than that of jester. For long ages there was an official King’s jester, but at no time has there been an official King’s Wise Man. I am jester to Bertin and a host of others - to you, perhaps, at this moment - or possibly you are mine. A really sensible person wouldn’t have a jester. So anyone who has a jester is not sensible, and if he is not sensible he must be a jester and perhaps, if he is a king, his jester’s jester. Moreover, bear in mind that in a matter as variable as behaviour there is no such thing as the absolutely, essentially, universally true or false, unless it is that one must be what self-interest dictates - good or bad, wise or foolish, serious or ridiculous, virtuous or vicious. Supposing virtue had been the road to fortune, either I should have been virtuous or I should have simulated virtue as well as the next man. But people wanted me to be ridiculous, and so I have made myself that way; as to the viciousness, 

nature saw to that unaided. When I say vicious, it is by way of speaking your language, for if we came to a clear understanding it might turn out that what you call vice I call virtue, and that what I call vice you call virtue.

We also have in our company the librettists of the Opéra-Comique and their actors and actresses, and more often their managers, Corbi, Moette…all people of resource and the highest merit.

And I was forgetting the great literary critics, L’Avant-Coureur, Les Petites-Affiches, L’Année littéraire, L’Observateur littéraire, Le Censeur hebdomadaire, in fact all the gang of columnists.

I: L’Année littéraire! L’Observateur littéraire! That’s not possible, they are at daggers drawn.

He: That’s true. But all the down-and-outs are united in front of food. I wish the devil had taken that accursed Observateur littéraire, both the columnist and his columns. That little swine of a priest, the stingy, stinking usurer, is the cause of my undoing. He appeared on our horizon yesterday for the first time, at the hour which drives us all out of our dens - dinner-time. When the weather is unkind, happy the man among us who has a twenty-four sou piece in his pocket.
 Many a man who jeered at his fellow-sponger for arriving in the morning with mud up to his middle and soaked to the skin, has got home himself at night in the same state. There was one, I forget now which, who some months ago had a violent set-to with the bootblack who has taken up his station outside our door. They were working on credit and the creditor wanted the debtor to settle the account, but the latter was not in funds. The meal is served and the abbé is given the place of honour at the head of the table. I come in and see him. ‘What, are you presiding, Abbé?’ say I. ‘That’s all right for today, but tomorrow you will go one place down, please, and the next day one more, and so on place by place either to left 

or right until, having started from the place I once occupied before you, and Fréron once after me, Dorat once after Fréron and Palissot once after Dorat, you come to rest beside me, a miserable bugger like yourself, qui siedo sempre come un maestoso cazzo fra duoi coglioni.’ The abbé, who is a decent sort and takes everything in good part, began to laugh. Mademoiselle, struck by the truth of my observation and the aptness of my comparison, began to laugh, all those sitting to right and left of the abbé and whom he had sent down one place began to laugh, in fact everybody laughed except Monsieur, who went into a huff and said things to me that wouldn’t have mattered had we been alone

‘Rameau, you’ve got a nerve.’ ‘Yes, I know, that’s why you have me here.’ ‘A scamp.’ ‘Same as everyone else.’ ‘A vagabond.’ ‘Would I be here if I weren’t?’ ‘I’ll have you thrown out.’ ‘After dinner I’ll go of my own accord.’ ‘You’d better.’ So we dined, and I didn’t miss a mouthful. Having eaten well and drunk copiously, because after all that wouldn’t have made any difference either way, and Sir Belly is a character I have never had anything against, I made up my mind and began preparations for my departure. I had given my word in front of so many people that I couldn’t avoid keeping it. I took a considerable time prowling round the rooms looking for my stick and my hat in places where they couldn’t be, and still assuming that the master would burst forth into a fresh storm of abuse, that somebody would intercede and we should end by making it up because we had lost our tempers. So I went round and round, for I had nothing on my mind, but the master, more black and midnight than Homer’s Apollo when he hurled his bolts against the hosts of Greece, strode up and down with his bonnet more rammed down than usual and his chin on his fist. Mademoiselle comes up to me. ‘But, Mademoiselle, what is so unusual? Have I been different from myself today?’ ‘He must go, I insist.’ ‘I will go, I 

haven’t let him down in any way.’ ‘Excuse me, the abbé was invited, and…’ ‘It was he who let himself down by inviting the abbé and admitting me and so many other hangers-on like myself.’ ‘Now, now, Rameau my dear, you must beg the abbé’s pardon.’ ‘I’ve no use for his pardon.’ ‘Come along, come along, it’ll all blow over.’ I am taken by the hand and dragged over to the abbé’s chair. I stretch out my arms and contemplate the abbé with a kind of wonderment, for who has ever begged his pardon? ‘Abbé,’ I said, ‘Abbé, all this is very silly, isn’t it?’ And I began to laugh, and so did he. So I was forgiven in that direction, but the other one had to be faced, and what I had to say to him was quite another kettle of fish. I don’t quite know how I turned my apology: ‘Monsieur, look at this fool…’ ‘He has been annoying me too long already, and I don’t want to hear anything more about him.’ ‘Monsieur is angry!’ ‘Yes, I am very angry.’ ‘It won’t happen to him. again.’ ‘The very first rascal I…’ I don’t know whether he was having one of those moody days of his when Mademoiselle is frightened to go near him and only dare touch him with her velvet mittens, or whether he misheard what I said, or whether I put it badly, but it was worse than before. What the hell, doesn’t he know me? Doesn’t he know that I am like a child, and there are circumstances in which I just let the whole lot slide? And then I thought, God forgive me, that I would never have a minute off, and even a puppet made of steel would be worn out if you pulled the string from morning till night and night till morning. I have to entertain them, that is in the bargain, but I must amuse myself sometimes. In the middle of this set-out a fell thought came into my head, a thought that made me feel arrogant and filled me with pride and insolence: it was that they couldn’t do without me, that I was indispensable.

I: Yes, I think you are very useful to them, but they are even more so to you. You won’t find another home as good 

as that just when you want it, but on the other hand if they need a fool they will find a hundred.

He: A hundred fools like me! Mr Philosopher, they are not so common. Out and out fools, I mean. Foolery is a more ticklish problem than talent or virtue. I am rare among my kind, yes, exceedingly rare. Now that they have lost me what are they doing? Getting bored stiff. I am an inexhaustible bag of tricks. At every moment I had some quip ready to make them laugh till they cried. I supplied them with a complete madhouse.

I: And that’s why you had bed, board, coat, waistcoat, breeches and shoes found, plus one pistole per month.

He: That’s the good side, the assets, but you don’t mention the liabilities. First of all, if there was talk of some new play coming on, whatever the weather I had to ferret about in all the garrets of Paris until I found the author and arranged for a reading of the work and diplomatically suggested that there was a part in it which might be beautifully acted by somebody I knew. ‘And by whom, may I ask?’ ‘By whom? what a question! Grace, charm, subtlety…. ’ ‘You are referring to Mademoiselle Dangeville? Do you know her by any chance?’ ‘Yes, a little, but I don’t mean her.’ ‘Who then?’ I murmured the name. ‘Her!’ ‘Yes, her,’ I repeated, a bit shamefaced, for I have my moments of modesty, and at the mention of that name you should have seen how the poet’s face lengthened, and at other times how people jumped down my throat. Yes, I had to bring my man home to dinner willy-nilly, and he, afraid of getting involved, would jib and say no thank you. You should have seen how I was treated when I failed to bring it off! I was a clod, a fool, a lump, good for nothing and not worth the glass of water they gave me to drink. I was much worse when the play was put on and, bold as brass amid the boos of an audience that is quite 

discriminating, whatever people say, I had to make my solitary claps resound, make everybody look at me, sometimes steal the hisses from the actress herself and hear them whispering round me: ‘It’s one of the lackeys of the chap who sleeps with her; why won’t the wretch shut up?’ They don’t know what can make a man do such things; they think it is stupidity, but it is a motive which excuses anything.

I: Even breaking the law?

He: In the end people got to know me, and said: ‘Oh, it’s Rameau!’ All I could do was to pass a few sarcastic remarks in order to cover up the absurdity of my solitary applause, which they interpreted the wrong way round. You must admit that you need a powerful incentive to brave the whole assembled public in this way, and that each of these ordeals was worth more than half a crown.

I: Why didn’t you get some others to help you?

He: I did that sometimes, too, and made a bit extra on it. Before setting off for the place of execution I had to commit to memory the brilliant passages where I had to set the tone. If it happened that I forgot them or got them mixed up I was all of a tremble on my return - you’ve no idea what a shindy there was. And on top of that, in the house a pack of dogs to look after - it’s true that like a fool I had taken that job on - and cats to superintend; I was only too honoured if Micou favoured me with a scratch that tore my cuff or my hand. Criquette is subject to the colic and I have to rub her belly. Formerly Mademoiselle used to have the vapours, nowadays it is nerves, not to mention other slight indispositions that nobody bothers about in front of me. I don’t mind this; I have never wanted to make people feel awkward. I read somewhere or other that a prince known as the Great used sometimes to stand leaning upon the back of his mistress’s commode. You don’t have to worry in front of familiars, and I was more of a familiar than 

anybody. I am the apostle of familiarity and freedom, and I preached them by my example without anybody raising any objection - they just had to leave me to it. I have given you a sketch of the master. Mademoiselle is beginning to put on weight, and you should just hear the nice tales they tell about that.

I: You are not one of them?

He: Why not?

I: Well, it is unseemly, to say the least, to poke fun at one’s benefactors.

He: But isn’t it even worse to think your charities give you the right to degrade your protégé?

I: But if the protégé were not degraded in himself nothing would give the patron the right.

He: But if the people were not ridiculous in themselves you couldn’t make up good stories about them. And besides, is it my fault if once they have gone in for low company they are duped and jeered at? When they decide to live with folk like us, they must expect all sorts of dirty tricks, that is assuming that they have any common sense at all. When they take us up don’t they know us for what we are, that is to say venal, vile, perfidious creatures? If they know what we are, well and good, there is a tacit agreement that they will do us good and that sooner or later we shall return evil for the good they have done us. Doesn’t this understanding exist between a man and his monkey or parrot? Brun is outraged because Palissot, his friend and boon companion, has written some couplets against him. But Palissot was bound to write them and it is Brun who is in the wrong. Poinsinet is outraged because Palissot has ascribed to him the couplets he wrote himself against Brun. Palissot was bound to ascribe to Poinsinet those couplets written against Brun, and Poinsinet is in the wrong. Poor Abbé Rey is outraged because his friend Palissot snaffled his mistress when he himself introduced them. Well, he 

shouldn’t have introduced a man like Palissot to his mistress unless he was prepared to lose her. Palissot did his duty, and Abbé Rey is in the wrong. David the publisher is outraged because his partner Palissot slept with his wife, or tried to. Publisher David’s wife is outraged because Palissot let it be thought by all and sundry that he had slept with her. Whether Palissot did sleep with the publisher’s wife or no is difficult to decide, since the wife was bound to deny what was true, and Palissot may have let people believe what was not true. At all events Palissot has acted in character, and David and his wife are in- the wrong. Let Helvétius be outraged because Palissot puts him in a play as a crooked character while still owing him money which was lent him for medical care, food and clothes. Had he any right to expect any other treatment from a man eaten up with all sorts of infamies, who just for the fun of the thing makes his friend abjure his religion, appropriates his partner’s money, who has no respect for faith, law or feeling, who is out to feather his own nest per fas et nefas, whose days are measured by his turpitudes and who has represented himself on the stage as one of the most dangerous rogues - a piece of impudence without, I should think, any earlier example in the past or any later in the future? No, it is not Palissot who is in the wrong, but Helvétius. If you take a young fellow just, up from the provinces to the Versailles zoo and he is silly enough to put his hand through the bars of the tiger’s or the panther’s cage, and if the young man leaves his arm in the mouth of the wild beast, who is to blame? All that is written in the tacit agreement, and woe betide whoever doesn’t know or forgets! How many people accused of wickedness could I justify by this universal and sacred pact, whereas it is oneself one should accuse of stupidity. Yes, my fat countess, you are the one to blame when you gather round you what people of your kind call characters, and these characters 

play low-down tricks on you and make you do the same, thus exposing you to the indignation of decent people. Decent people run true to type, but so do the characters, and you are wrong to harbour them. If Bertinhus lived quietly and peacefully with his mistress, if through the respectability of their characters they had made respectable acquaintances, if they had gathered round them men of talent, known in society for their virtue, if the hours of recreation that they snatched from the delight of being together, loving each other and telling each other so in their quiet retreat, had been devoted to a small company of choice, enlightened souls, do you think anybody would have spread tales about them, good or bad? So what has happened, then? What they deserved. They have been punished for their imprudence, and we are the ones destined by Providence from all eternity to mete out justice to the Bertins of our day, and she has destined those of our type among our descendants to do the same to the Montsauges and Bertins to come. But while we are carrying out her just decrees against stupidity, you who show us in our true colours are carrying out her just decrees against us. What would you think of us if with our scandalous behaviour we claimed to enjoy general esteem? That we were out of our minds. And people who expect honourable treatment from those born wicked, from low and depraved characters, are they sensible? Everything in this world has its just deserts. There are two Public Prosecutors: one is always in waiting, and punishes crimes against society, the other is nature. And this one knows all about the vices which escape the law. You indulge in debauchery with women: you will get the dropsy. You live a dissolute life: you will get consumption. You open your doors to a lot of rascals and consort with them: you will be tricked, laughed at, scorned. The simplest thing is to resign yourself to the equity of these judgements and tell yourself that it is reasonable, get going 

and either mend your ways or stay as you are, but on the above conditions.

I: You are right.

He: After all, I don’t invent any of these scandalous tales myself, I stick to the job of carrier. They say that a few days ago, at five o’clock in the morning, a furious din was heard: all the bells were jangling and there were broken and muffled cries of a man being strangled. ‘Help, help! I’m suffocating, I’m dying.’ These cries came from the master’s room. Help arrives. That huge creature of ours, who was quite out of her mind and had lost all idea of time and place, as happens at such a moment, was still going at full speed, lifting herself up on her hands and dropping on old Casual Parts a weight of two to three hundred pounds with all the violent animation that frantic enjoyment can give. It was very difficult to extricate him. What a fantastic idea for a little hammer to put itself under a heavy anvil!

I: You are disgusting. Let us change the subject. Ever since we have been talking I have had a question on the tip of my tongue.

He: Why keep it waiting there so long?

I: I was afraid it might be improper.

He: After all I have revealed I don’t know what secret I can hide from you.

I: You are in no doubt as to what I think of your character.

He: None whatever. In your eyes I am an abject, despicable creature, and sometimes I am in my own eyes too, but only occasionally. I congratulate myself on my failings more often than I deplore them. You are more consistent in your scorn.

I: True, but why show me all your turpitude?

He: First, because you know a good part of it already, and I saw more to be gained than lost by owning up to the rest.

I: How is that, pray? 

He: If it is important to be sublime in anything, it is especially so in evil. You spit on a petty thief, but you can’t withhold a sort of respect from a great criminal. His courage bowls you over. His brutality makes you shudder. What you value in everything is consistency of character. 

I: But you haven’t got this admirable consistency of character yourself, yet. Now and again I catch you vacillating in your principles. It is not clear whether you get your wickedness from nature or from study, or whether study has taken you as far as it is possible to go. 

He: I agree, but I have done my best. Haven’t I been modest enough to acknowledge that there are more perfect beings than myself? Didn’t I speak of Bouret with the most profound admiration? Bouret is the greatest man in the world in my opinion. 

I: But you come immediately after Bouret? 

He: No. 

I: Palissot, then? 

He: Yes, Palissot, but not Palissot alone.

I: And who can be worthy of sharing second place with him? 

He: The renegade of Avignon. 

I: I have never heard of this renegade of Avignon, but he must be a most astonishing man. 

He: He certainly is. 

I: The history of great men has always interested me. 

He: I quite believe it. This one lived in the house of a good and virtuous descendant of the family of Abraham, promised to the father of the faithful in number equal to the stars. 

I: A Jew? 

He: A Jew. First he won the Jew’s sympathy, then his kindness and finally his complete confidence. And that is how it always happens. We are so sure of the effect of our 

own acts of kindness that we rarely hide our secrets from the person on whom we have lavished our goodness. How can there fail to be ingratitude when we expose a man to the temptation of being ungrateful with impunity? This is a wise reflection which our Jew did not make. So he confided to the renegade that his conscience would not allow him to eat pork. You are about to see the advantage that a fertile brain would be able to take of this admission. Several months went by during which our renegade redoubled his attentions. When he considered that his Jew was well softened, well caught, quite convinced by his own kindnesses that he hadn’t a better friend in all the tribes of Israel …. Just look at the circumspection of the man! No hurrying - he lets the pear ripen before shaking the branch. Too much eagerness might ruin the project. Usually greatness of character comes from a natural balance between several opposing qualities.

I: Oh, drop your reflections and go on with the story.

He: Can’t be done. There are days when I have to reflect. It’s an affliction you have to let run its course. Where was I ?

I: You had got to the well-established friendship between the Jew and the renegade.

He: Well, the pear was ripe…. But you aren’t listening. What’s on your mind?

I: I was thinking how variable your style is, sometimes lofty, sometimes familiar.

He: Can the style of an evil man have any unity? Well, one night he comes to his kind friend’s house looking scared, with stammering voice and face deathly pale, shaking in every limb. ‘What’s the matter?’ ‘We are lost.’ ‘Lost, what do you mean?’ ‘Lost, I say, lost beyond recall.’ ‘Explain what you mean.’ ‘Just a minute, let me get over my fright.’ ‘Come along, calm yourself,’ said the Jew, instead of saying: ‘You are a barefaced rogue; I don’t know 

what you have to tell me, but you are a barefaced rogue and simulating terror.’

I: But why should he have spoken like that?

He: Because the man was bogus and had gone too far. That is obvious to me, so stop interrupting. ‘We are lost, lost beyond recall.’ Don’t you sense the affectation in those repeated ‘losts’ ? ‘Some traitor has denounced us to the Holy Inquisition, you as a Jew, I as a renegade, an unspeakable renegade.’ You notice the villain unblushingly uses the most odious expressions. You need more courage than you’d think to name yourself as you should be named. You don’t know what it costs to bring yourself to that pass.

I: No, I obviously don’t. But to come back to this unspeakable renegade…

He: He is bogus, but it is a highly skilful duplicity. The Jew takes fright, tears out his beard, rolls on the ground. He sees the sbirros at the door already, sees himself clothed with the san-benito, sees his own auto-da-fé prepared. ‘My friend, my dearest friend, my only friend, what is to be done?’ ‘What indeed? Be seen going about your business, affect the greatest unconcern, carry on as usual. This tribunal acts in secret, but slowly. We must take advantage of these delays and sell everything. I will go and charter a ship, or get a third party to do so - yes, a third party will be best. In it we will deposit your fortune, for that is mainly what they are after, and then you and I will sail away to another clime, there to find freedom to serve our God and live out the law of Abraham and our consciences. The important thing, in the dangerous pass to which we have come, is to do nothing imprudent.’ No sooner said than done. The ship is chartered, fitted out with provisions and manned. The Jew’s fortune is on board. Tomorrow, at dawn, they set sail. They can sup with good cheer and sleep in peace - tomorrow they escape from their persecutors. In the night the renegade gets up, relieves the 

Jew of his wallet, his purse and his jewels, embarks and off he goes. You think that’s all? Then you haven’t seen the point! Now when I was told this story I guessed what I have kept from you just to test your percipience. You were well advised to be a respectable citizen, for you would only have made a very petty thief. So far that is all the renegade is - a despicable scamp nobody would want to resemble. The sublimity of his wickedness comes from his having himself informed on his good friend the Israelite, who was seized by the Holy Inquisition as soon as he awoke and who, a few days later, was made into a fine bonfire. And thus the renegade became the undisputed possessor of the fortune of that accursed descendant of those who crucified Our Lord.

I: I don’t know which strikes me as more horrible, the villainy of your renegade or the tone in which you talk about it.

He: That’s just what I was saying to you. The enormity of the deed carries you beyond mere contempt, and that is the explanation of my candour. I wanted you to know how I excelled in my art, I wanted to force you to admit that at least I was unique in my degradation, and classify me in your mind with the great blackguards, and then exclaim: Vivat Mascarillus, fourbum imperator! 
 Come on, join in, Mr Philosopher, chorus: Vivat Mascarillus, fourbum imperator! 

(Thereupon he began to execute a quite extraordinary fugue. At one moment the theme was solemn and full of majesty and at the next light and frolicsome, at one moment he was imitating the bass and at the next one of the upper parts. With outstretched arms and neck he indicated the held notes, and both performed and composed a song of triumph in which you could see he was better versed in good music than in good conduct.

As for me, I didn’t know whether to stay or run away, 

laugh or be furious. I stayed, with the object of turning the conversation on to some other subject which would dispel the horror that filled my soul. I was beginning to find irksome the presence of a man who discussed a horrible act, an execrable crime, like a connoisseur of painting or poetry examining the beauties of a work of art, or a moralist or historian picking out and illuminating the circumstances of a heroic deed. I became preoccupied in spite of myself. He noticed it and said:)

He: What’s the matter? Do you feel ill?

I: A bit, but it will pass off.

He: You have that worried look of a man hag-ridden by some disturbing thought.

I: That’s so.

(After a moment of silence on his part and mine, during which he walked up and down whistling and singing, I tried to get him back to his own talent by saying:) What are you doing just now?

He: Nothing.

I: Very tiring.

He: I was silly enough as it was; I have been to hear this music by Duni and our other youngsters, and that has finished me off.

I: So you approve of this style of music?

He: Of course.

I: And you find beauty in these modern tunes?

He: Do I find beauty? Good Lord, you bet I do! How well it is suited to the words! what realism! what expressiveness!

I: Every imitative art has its model in nature. What is the musician’s model when he writes a tune?

He: Why not go back to the beginning? What is a tune? 

I: I confess the question is beyond me. That’s what we are all like: in our memories we have nothing but words, and we think we understand them through the frequent use 

and even correct application we make of them, but in our minds we have only vague notions. When I pronounce the word ‘tune’ I have no clearer idea than you and most of your kind when you say ‘reputation, blame, honour, vice, virtue, modesty, decency, shame, ridicule’.

He: A tune is an imitation, by means of the sounds of a scale (invented by art or inspired by nature, as you please), either by the voice or by an instrument, of the physical sounds or accents of passion. And you see that by changing the variables the same definition would apply exactly to painting, eloquence,-sculpture or’ poetry. Now to come to your question: what is the model for a musician or a tune? Speech, if the model is alive and thinking; noise, if the model is inanimate. Speech should be thought of as a line, and the tune as another line winding in and out of the first. The more vigorous and true the speech, which is the basis of the tune, and the more closely the tune fits it and the more points of contact it has with it, the truer that tune will be and the more beautiful. And that is what our younger musicians have seen so clearly. When you hear Je suis un pauvre diable you think you can tell it is a miser’s plaint, for even if he didn’t sing he would address the earth in the same tone when hiding his gold therein: O teat, reçois mon trésor.
 And that young girl, for example, who feels her heart beating, who blushes and in confusion begs his lordship to let her go - how else could she express herself? There are all kinds of characters in these works, and an infinite variety of modes of speech. Sublime, I tell you! Go and listen to the piece when the young man, feeling himself on the point of death, cries: Mon cur s’en va.
 Listen to the air, listen to the instrumental setting, and then try and tell me the difference there is between the real behaviour of a dying man and the turn of this air. You will see whether the line of the melody doesn’t coincide exactly with that of speech. I am not going into time, which is 

another condition of song; I am sticking to expression, and nothing is more obvious than the following passage which I have read somewhere: Musices seminarium accentus. Accent is the nursery-bed of melody. Hence you can tell how difficult the technique of recitative is, and how important. There is no good tune from which you cannot make a fine recitative, and no recitative from which a skilled person cannot make a fine tune. I would not like to guarantee that a good speaker will sing well, but I should be surprised if a good singer could not speak well. Believe all I say on this score, for it is the truth.

I: I should be only too willing to believe you if I were not prevented by one little difficulty.

He: What difficulty?

I: Just this: if this kind of music is sublime, then that of the divine Lully, Campra, Destouches and Mouret, and even, between ourselves, of your dear uncle, must be a bit dull.
 

HE (whispering into my ear): I don’t want to be overheard, and there are lots of people here who know me, but it is dull. It’s not that I care twopence about dear uncle, if ‘dear’ he be. He is made of stone. He would see my tongue hanging out a foot and never so much as give me a glass of water, but for all his making the hell of a hullaballoo at the octave or the seventh—la-la-la, dee-dee-dee, tum-te-tum—people who are beginning to get the hang of things and no longer take a din for music will never be content with that. There should be a police order forbidding all and sundry to have the Stabat of Pergolesi sung. That Stabat ought to have been burned by the public hangman. Lord! these confounded Bouffons, with their Serva Padrone, their Tracallo, have given us a real kick in the backside.
 In the old days a thing like Tancrède, Issé, L’Europe galante, Les Indes and Castor, Les Talents lyriques ran for four, five or six months.
 The performances of Armide
 went on for 

ever. But nowadays they all fall down one after the other, like houses of cards. And Rebel and Francoeur
 breathe fire and slaughter and declare that all is lost and they are ruined, and that, if these circus performers are going to be put up with much longer, national music will go to the devil and the Royal Academy in the cul-de-sac will have to shut up shop. And there is some truth in it, too. The old wigs who have been going there every Friday for the past thirty or forty years are getting bored and beginning to yawn, for some reason or other, instead of having a good time as they used to. And they wonder why, and can’t find the answer. Why don’t they ask me? Duni’s prophecy will come true, and the way things are going I’ll be damned if, four or five years after Le Peintre amoureux de son modèle, there will be as much as a cat left to skin in the celebrated Impasse. The good people have given up their own symphonies to play Italian ones, thinking they would accustom their ears to these without detriment to their vocal music, just as though orchestral music did not bear the same relationship to singing (allowances being made for the greater freedom due to range of instrument and nimbleness of finger) as singing to normal speech. As though the violin were not the mimic of the singer who in his turn will become the mimic of the violin one of these days, when technical difficulty replaces beauty. The first person to play Locatelli was the apostle of modern music. What nonsense! We shall become inured to the imitation of the accents of passion and of the phenomena of nature by melody or voice or instrument, for that is the whole extent and object of music; and shall we keep our taste for rapine, lances, lories, triumphs and victories? Va-t-en voir s’ils viennent, Jean.
 They supposed they could weep or laugh at scenes from tragedy or comedy set to music, that the tones of madness, hatred, jealousy, the genuine pathos of love, the ironies and jokes of the Italian or French stage could be 

presented to their ears and that nevertheless they could still admire Ragonde and Plateé.
 You can bet your boots that even if they saw over and over again with what ease, flexibility and gentleness the harmony, prosody, ellipses and inversions of the Italian language suited the art, movement, expressiveness and turns of music and relative length of sounds, they would still fail to realize how stiff, dead, heavy, clumsy, pedantic and monotonous their own language is. Well, there it is. They have persuaded themselves that after having mingled their tears with those of a mother mourning the death of her son, or trembled at the decree of a tyrant ordering a murder, they won’t get bored with their fairy-tales, their insipid mythology, their sugary little madrigals which show up the bad taste of the poet as clearly as they do the poverty of the art which uses them. Simple souls! It is not so, and cannot be. Truth, goodness and beauty have their claims. You may contest them, but in the end you will admire. Anything not bearing their stamp is admired for a time, but in the end you yawn. Yawn, then, gentlemen, yawn your fill, don’t you worry! The reign of nature is quietly coming in, and that of my trinity, against which the gates of hell shall not prevail: truth, which is the father, begets goodness, which is the son, whence proceeds the beautiful, which is the holy ghost. The foreign god takes his place unobtrusively beside the idol of the country, but little by little he strengthens his position, and one fine day he gives his comrade a shove with his elbow and wallop! down goes the idol. That, they say, is how the Jesuits planted Christianity in China and the Indies. And the Jansenists can say what they like, this kind of politics which moves noiselessly, bloodlessly towards its goal, with no martyrs and not a single tuft of hair pulled out, seems the best to me. 

I: There is a certain amount of sense in everything you have been saying. 

He: Sense! It’s as well, for devil take me if I have been trying. It just comes, easy as wink. I am like those musicians in the Impasse, when my uncle arrived; if I hit the mark, well and good. A coal-heaver will always talk better about his own job than a whole Academy and all the Duhamels in the world…. 

(And off he went, walking up and down and humming some of the tunes from L’Ile des Fous, Le Peintre amoureux de son modèle, Le Maréchal ferrant and La Plaideuse, and now and again he raised his hands and eyes to heaven and exclaimed

‘Isn’t that beautiful! God, isn’t it beautiful! How can anyone wear a pair of ears on his head and question it?’ He began to warm up and sang, at first softly, then, as he grew more impassioned, he raised his voice and there followed gestures, grimaces and bodily contortions, and I said: ‘Here we go, he’s getting carried away and some new scene is working up.’ And indeed off he went with a shout: Je suis un pauvre misérable…Monseigneur, Monseigneur, laissezmoi partir…. O terre, reçois mon or, conserve bien mon trésor…. Mon âme, mon dm, ma vie! O terre!…Le voilà le petit ami, le voilà le petit ami! Aspettare a non venire…. A Zerbina penserete…. Sempre in contrasti con to si sta…. He sang thirty tunes on top of each other and all mixed up: Italian, French, tragic, comic, of all sorts and descriptions, sometimes in a bass voice going down to the infernal regions, and sometimes bursting himself in a falsetto voice he would split the heavens asunder, taking off the walk, deportment and gestures of the different singing parts: in turn raging, pacified, imperious, scornful. Here we have a young girl weeping, and he mimes all her simpering ways, there a priest, king, tyrant, threatening, commanding, flying into a rage, or a slave obeying. He relents, wails, complains, laughs, never losing sight of tone, proportion, meaning of words and character of music. All the chess-players had left their boards and gathered round him. Outside, the café 

windows were thronged with passers-by who had stopped because of the noise. There were bursts of laughter fit to split the ceiling open. He noticed nothing, but went on, possessed by such a frenzy, an enthusiasm so near to madness that it was uncertain whether he would ever get over it, whether he should not be packed off in a cab straight to Bedlam. Singing a part of the Jomelli Lamentations he rendered the finest bits of each piece with incredible accuracy, truth and emotion, and the fine accompanied recitative in which the prophet depicts the desolation of Jerusalem was mingled with a flood of tears which forced all eyes to weep. Everything was there: the delicacy of the air and expressive power as well as grief. He laid stress upon the places where the composer had specially shown his great mastery, sometimes leaving the vocal line to take up the instrumental parts which he would suddenly abandon to return to the voice part, intertwining them so as to preserve the connecting links and the unity of the whole, captivating our souls and holding them in the most singular state of suspense I have ever experienced. Did I admire? Yes, I did. Was I touched with pity? Yes, I was. But a tinge of ridicule ran through these sentiments and discoloured them.

But you would have gone off into roars of laughter at the way he mimicked the various instruments. With cheeks puffed out and a hoarse, dark tone he did the horns and bassoons, a bright, nasal tone for the oboes, quickening his voice with incredible agility for the stringed instruments to which he tried to get the closest approximation; he whistled the recorders and cooed the flutes, shouting, singing and throwing himself about like a mad thing: a one-man show featuring dancers, male and female, singers of both sexes, a whole orchestra, a complete opera-house, dividing himself into twenty different stage parts, tearing up and down, stopping, like one possessed, with flashing eyes and foaming mouth. The weather was terribly hot, and the 

sweat running down the furrows of his brow and cheeks mingled with the powder from his hair and ran in streaks down the top of his coat. What didn’t he do? He wept, laughed, sighed, his gaze was tender, soft or furious: a woman swooning with grief, a poor wretch abandoned in the depth of his despair, a temple rising into view, birds falling silent at eventide, waters murmuring in a cool, solitary place or tumbling in torrents down the mountain side, a thunderstorm, a hurricane, the shrieks of the dying mingled with the howling of the tempest and the crash of thunder; night with its shadows, darkness and silence, for even silence itself can be depicted in sound. By now he was quite beside himself. Knocked up with fatigue, like a man coming out of a deep sleep or long trance, he stood there motionless, dazed, astonished, looking about him and trying to recognize his surroundings. Waiting for his strength and memory to come back, he mechanically wiped his face. Like a person waking up to see a large number of people gathered round his bed and totally oblivious or profoundly ignorant of what he had been doing, his first impulse was to cry out ‘Well, gentlemen, what’s up? What are you laughing at? Why are you so surprised? What’s up?’ Then he went on: ‘Now that’s what you call music and a musician. And yet, gentlemen, you mustn’t look down on some of the things in Lully. I defy anyone to better the scene Ah, j’attendrai, without altering the words. You mustn’t look down on some parts of Campra, or my uncle’s violin airs and his gavottes, his entries for soldiers, priests, sacrificers…Pâles flambeaux, nuit plus affreuse que les ténèbres…Dieu du Tartare, Dieu de l’oubli…. ’
 At this point he raised his voice, held on to the notes, and neighbours came to their windows while we stuck our fingers in our ears. ‘This,’ he went on, ‘is where you need lung-power, a powerful organ, plenty of wind. But soon it will be good-bye to Assumption, Lent and Epiphany have already 

come and gone. They don’t yet know what to set to music, nor, therefore, what a musician wants. Lyric poetry has yet to be born. But they will come to it through hearing Pergolesi, the Saxon
, Terradoglias, Trasetta and the rest; through reading Metastasio they will have to come to it.’)

I: You mean to say that Quinault, La Motte, Fontenelle didn’t know anything about it
?

He: Not for the modern style. There aren’t six lines together in all their charming poems that you can set to music. Ingenious aphorisms, light, tender, delicate madrigals, but if you want to see how lacking all that is in material for our art, the most exacting of all, not even excepting that of Demosthenes, get someone to recite these pieces, and how cold, tired and monotonous they will sound! There is nothing in them that can serve as a basis for song. I would just as soon have to set the Maximes of La Rochefoucauld or the Pensées of Pascal to music. It is the animal cry of passion that should dictate the melodic line, and these moments should tumble out quickly one after the other, phrases must be short and the meaning self-contained, so that the musician can utilize the whole and each part, omitting one word or repeating it, adding a missing word, turning it all ways like a polyp, without destroying it. All this makes lyric poetry in French a much more difficult problem than in languages with inversions which have these natural advantages…Barbare, cruel, plonge ton poignard dans mon sein. Me voilà prête et recevoir le coup fatal. Frappe. Ose…. Ah! je languis, je meurs…. Un feu secret s’allume dans mes sens…. Cruel amour, que veux-tu de moi?...Laisse-moi la douce paix dont j’ai joui…. Rends-moi la raison…. The passions must be strong and the sensibility of composer and poet must be very great. The aria is almost always the peroration of a scene. What we want is exclamations, interjections, suspensions, interruptions, affirmations, negations; we call out, invoke, shout, groan, weep or have a good laugh. No 

witticisms, epigrams, none of your well-turned thoughts all that is far too removed from nature. And don’t imagine that the technique of stage actors and their declamation can serve as a model. Pooh! we want something more energetic, less stilted, truer to life. The simple language and normal expression of emotion are all the more essential because our language is more monotonous and less highly stressed. The cry of animal instinct or that of a man under stress of emotion will supply them.

(While he was saying all this the crowds round us had melted away, either because they understood nothing he was saying or found it uninteresting, for generally speaking a child like a man and a man like a child would rather be amused than instructed; everybody was back at his game and we were left alone in our corner. Slumped on a seat with his head against the wall, arms hanging limp and eyes half shut, he said:  ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me; when I came here I was fresh and full of life and now I am knocked up and exhausted, as though I had walked thirty miles. It has come over me all of a sudden.’)

I: Would you like a drink?

He: I don’t mind if I do. I feel hoarse. I’ve no go left in me and I’ve a bit of a pain in my chest. I get it like this nearly every day, I don’t know why.

I: What will you have?

He: Whatever you like. I’m not fussy. Poverty has taught me to make do with anything.

(Beer and lemonade are brought. He fills and empties a big glass two or three times straight off. Then, like a man restored, he coughs hard, has a good stretch and goes on:)

But don’t you think, my lord Philosopher, that it is a very odd thing that a foreigner, an Italian, a Duni should come and teach us how to put the stress into our own music, and adapt our vocal music to every speed, time, interval and kind of speech without upsetting prosody? And yet it 

wouldn’t have taken all that doing. Anyone who had ever heard a beggar asking for alms in the street, a man in a towering rage, a woman mad with jealousy, a despairing lover, a flatterer - yes, a flatterer lowering his voice and dwelling on each syllable in honeyed tones - in short a passion, any passion, so long as it was strong enough to act as a model for a musician, should have noticed two things: one, that syllables, whether long or short, have no fixed duration nor even a settled connexion between their durations, and the other, that passion does almost what it likes with prosody; it jumps over the widest intervals, so that a man crying out from the depths of his grief: ‘Ah, malheureux que je suis!’ goes up in pitch on the exclamatory syllable to his highest and shrillest tone, and down on the others to his deepest and most solemn, spreading over an octave or even greater interval and giving each sound the quantity required by the turn of the melody without offending the ear, although the long and short syllables are not kept to the length or brevity of normal speech. What a way we have come since we used to cite the parenthesis in Armide: Le vainqueur de Renaud (si quelqu’un le peut être), or: Obéissons sans balancer from Les Indes galantes as miracles of musical declamation! Now these miracles make me shrug my shoulders with pity. The way art is advancing I don’t know where it will end! Meanwhile let’s have a drink.

(And he had two or three without realizing what he was doing. He would have drowned himself, just as he had exhausted himself, without noticing, had I not moved away the bottle he was absent-mindedly feeling for. Then I said:)

I: How is it that with a discrimination as delicate as yours and your remarkable sensitiveness for the beauties of musical art, you are so blind to the fine things of morality, so insensitive to the charms of virtue?

He: Apparently because some things need a sense I don’t 

possess, a fibre that hasn’t been vouchsafed me, or a slack one that you can tweak as much as you like but it won’t vibrate; or again it may be that I have always lived with good musicians and bad people. Hence it has come about that my ear has become very sharp and my heart very deaf. Of course there was something in heredity. My father’s blood and my uncle’s blood arc one and the same. The paternal molecule must be hard and obtuse, and this wretched first molecule has affected everything else.

I: Do you love your son?

He: Do I love him, the little scamp? I dote on him.

I: Then won’t you concern yourself seriously with checking the effect of the unfortunate paternal molecule on him?

He: I should work to very little purpose, I think. If he is destined to become a good man I shan’t do him any harm. But if the molecule meant him to become a ne’er-do-well like his father, then the trouble I should have gone to in order to make him an honest man would have been most harmful: training being continually at cross purposes with the natural bent of the molecule, he would be torn between two opposing forces and walk all crooked down life’s road like a lot of them who are equally inept at good or evil and whom we call ‘types’, the most frightening of all epithets because it indicates mediocrity and the last stages of the contemptible. A great rogue is a great rogue, but he is not a ‘type’. The boy would need a very great deal of time and waste the best years of his life before the paternal molecule had regained control and brought him to the state of total abjectness that I have reached. So I am doing nothing about it at present. I am letting him develop. I am watching him, and he is already greedy, smooth, a thief, a waster and a liar. I rather fear he will turn out a chip off the old block.

I: And will you make him a musician, to complete the resemblance?

He: A musician! a musician! Sometimes I look at him 

and grind my teeth and say: ‘If you were ever to know a single note, my boy, I think I would wring your neck.’

I: And why, for goodness sake?

He: It leads nowhere.

I: It leads everywhere.

He: Yes, if you excel. But who can promise himself that his child will excel? You can bet ten thousand to one that he will be nothing but a miserable scraper of strings like me. Do you know, it would perhaps be easier to find a child fit to govern a realm and make a great king than a great violinist.

I: It seems to me that social talents, even if mediocre, do carry a man speedily along the road to fortune in a nation with no moral standards and given over to debauchery and luxuriousness. I myself have heard the following conversation between a sort of patron and a kind of protégé. The latter had been recommended to the former as an obliging person who might be useful to him: ‘Sir, what do you know?’ ‘I know a certain amount of mathematics.’ ‘Well, Sir, if you teach mathematics you will have three or four hundred lures a year after ten or twelve years of dragging through the mud in the streets of Paris.’ ‘I have studied law, and am quite well versed in it.’ ‘If Puffendorf and Grotius
 came back to the world they would die of starvation at the roadside.’ ‘I am very good at history and geography.’ ‘If there were any parents who had the good education of their children at heart your fortune would be made, but there aren’t.’ ‘I’m not bad at music.’ ‘Then why didn’t you say so straight away? And just to show you the benefit you can draw from this last talent, I have a daughter. Come from half past seven to nine every evening and give her a lesson, and I will pay you twenty-five lours a year. You can have breakfast, lunch and supper with us, and the rest of the day will be your own to make what you like of.’

He: And what happened to this man? 

I: If he had been wise he would have made a fortune, which is the only thing you are interested in.

He: Of course. Money, money. Money is all, and the rest, without money, is nothing. And that is why, instead of stuffing his head with fine maxims that he would have to forget or else beg for bread, when I possess a louis, which isn’t often, I take up my stand in front of him. I take the coin out of my pocket. I show it him with admiration. I roll my eyes to heaven. I kiss the louis in front of him. And to make him appreciate still more the importance of the sacred coin, I stammer out the names and point out with my finger all the things you can acquire with it - a nice child’s frock, a nice bonnet, a lovely biscuit. Then I put the coin back into my pocket. I strut about proudly, lift my waistcoat and tap my fob pocket. In this way I make him understand that the state of self-confidence he sees me in comes from the coin in there.

I: Nothing could be better. But supposing that, deeply impressed by the value of that coin, he should one day…

He: I get your meaning. We must shut our eyes to that. There is no moral principle without its drawbacks. At the worst you are in for a nasty quarter of an hour, and then it’s all over.

I: But even if you hold such courageous and wise views, I still think it would be good to make him a musician. I know of no swifter way of getting into contact with the great, of pandering to their vices and turning one’s own to advantage.

He: Yes, that’s true. But I have plans which work quicker and more efficaciously. Oh, if only it were a daughter! But as you don’t produce what you want you have to take what comes and get the best out of it. And to that end, you mustn’t stupidly give a Spartan education to a child destined to live in Paris, which is what most fathers do, and they couldn’t do anything worse if they had planned a 

cruel fate for their children. If the education is wrong it is the fault of the customs of my nation, not mine. I don’t know who is responsible, but I want my son to be happy or, what comes to the same thing, honoured, rich and powerful. I know a bit about the easiest ways of achieving this, and I shall teach them to him as early as possible. If you wise men blame me the mob (and success) will absolve me. He will have money, I can assure you, and if he has a lot, then he will lack nothing, not even your esteem and respect.

I: You might be wrong about that.

He: All right, then he will do without, like many another.

(In all this there was much that we all think and on which we all act, but which we leave unsaid. That, indeed, was the most obvious difference between this man and most of those we meet. He owned up to the vices he had and which others have - he was no hypocrite. He was no more abominable than they, and no less. He was simply more open, more consistent, and sometimes more profound in his depravity. I trembled to think what his child would turn out like with such a teacher. Certainly with theories of teaching so exactly made to the measure of our society he would go far, unless prematurely stopped on the road.)

He: Oh, no fear: the important point and the difficult one a good father must keep to above all, is not so much to give his child vices which will enrich him or eccentricities which will make him useful to the great - everybody does that, if not systematically, like me, at any rate by example and precept - but rather to inculcate a sense of proportion, the art of dodging disgrace, dishonour and the law. These are the dissonances in the social harmony that need skill in placing, leading in to and resolving. Nothing is so dull as a succession of common chords. There must be something arresting, to break up the beam of light and separate it into rays.

I: Very good. This comparison of yours brings me back 

from morals to music, from which I had digressed in spite of myself, and I am grateful; for, to speak frankly, I like you better as a musician than as a moralist.

He: And yet I am very second-rate in music and a much better moralist.

I: I am not so sure of that, but even if it were so, I am an honest man and your principles are not mine.

He: More fool you. Oh, if I had your talents!

I: Never mind my talents, let’s get back to yours.

He: If only I could express myself like you. But mine is the hell of a hybrid squawking, half literary world, half fish-market.

I: I don’t speak well myself. I can only speak the truth, and that doesn’t always work; as you know.

He: But it’s not for telling the truth, but rather for telling lies properly that I envy your gifts. If I could write, dish up a book, turn a dedicatory epistle, make some fool really drunk with his own merit, get on with women!

I: You know all that a thousand times better than I do. I wouldn’t even be fit to be your pupil.

He: How many great qualities wasted! And you don’t even realize their value!

I: I get back just as much as I put in.

He: If that were so you wouldn’t now be wearing that homespun coat, coarse waistcoat, those woollen stockings, thick shoes and that antique wig.

I: Agreed. One must be very lacking in skill if one is not rich although stopping at nothing in order to become rich. But there are people like me who don’t consider wealth the most precious thing in the world - odd people.

He: Very odd. People aren’t born with that kink. It is acquired, for it isn’t natural.

I: Not to men?

He: Not to men. Every living creature, man not excepted, seeks its own well-being at the expense of whoever is in 

possession of it, and I am sure that if I just let the little brute go his own way and told him nothing, he would want to be expensively dressed, eat sumptuously, be popular with the men and loved by the women, in fact to gather round him all the pleasures of life.

I: If the little brute were left to himself and kept in his native ignorance, combining the undeveloped mind of a child in the cradle with the violent passions of a man of thirty, he would wring his father’s neck and sleep with his mother.

He: That proves the necessity of a good education, and who is denying it? And what is a good education if not one that leads to all kinds of enjoyment without danger or difficulty.

I: I am almost of the same opinion, but we had better not go into it.

He: Why not?

I: Because I’m afraid we may only agree on the surface, and if we once begin going into which dangers and difficulties should be avoided we shall cease to agree.

He: What does that matter?

I: Never mind, let it go at that. I could never teach you what I know about that subject, and you will find it easier to teach me what I don’t know about music and you do. Dear Rameau, let us talk about music, and tell me how it has come about that with your gift for feeling, remembering and reproducing the finest things in the great masters, with the enthusiasm they inspire in you and that you can communicate to others, you have never done anything worth while yourself.

(Instead of answering me he scornfully tossed his head, pointed a finger to the sky and went on: ‘My star! my star! When nature made Leo, Vinci, Pergolesi, Duni she smiled. She took on a solemn and imposing look when she formed dear uncle Rameau, whom people will call the 

great Rameau for ten years or so and soon won’t ever mention again. When she botched up his nephew she made a face, and then another face and then yet another.’ And while he was saying these words he made all sorts of faces scorn, disdain, irony - and seemed to be kneading a bit of dough between his fingers and smiling at the funny shapes he made it into. Then he hurled the misshapen image away from him and said: ‘That’s how nature made me and then threw me down among other images, some with wrinkled, fat bellies, short necks, eyes popping apoplectically out of their heads, others with wry necks, some dried up with staring eyes and hooked nose, and they all burst out laughing at the sight of me. I held my sides and burst out laughing at the sight of them, for fools and madmen amuse each other, they seek each other out and are mutually attracted.

‘If on getting there I hadn’t found ready to hand the proverb which says that the money of fools is the patrimony of those with brains, I ought to have done. I felt that nature had put my rightful inheritance into the purses of these images, and I thought up a thousand ways of getting it back.’)

I: I know those ways, you’ve told me about them and I have admired them. But with so many ways to choose from, why haven’t you ever tried producing a work of art?

He: What you are saying is what a man of the world said to Abbé Le Blanc. The abbé had said: ‘The Marquise de Pompadour picks me up in her hand and carries me to the very doorstep of the Academy, and then takes her hand away and I fall down and break both my legs.’ The man of the world replied: ‘Well, Abbé, you must get up and batter the door in with your head.’ The abbé answered: ‘That’s what I tried to do, and do you know what I got? A bump on the forehead.’

(After this anecdote my man began walking with his head down and wearing a pensive and worried look; sighing, weeping, lamenting, he lifted up his hands and 

eyes, beat his head with his fist hard enough to break his skull or else his fingers, and went on: ‘And yet I think there is something in there, but bang and shake it as I will nothing comes out.’ Then he fell to shaking his head and banging it harder than ever, and said: ‘Either there is nobody at home or he won’t answer.’

A moment later a look of pride came over him, he raised his head, placed his right hand on his heart, stepped forward and said: ‘I feel something, yes, I do indeed.’ He mimicked a man being annoyed, outraged, touched, issuing orders, supplicating, and extemporized speeches of anger, sympathy, hatred and love. He sketched the characteristics of the various passions with amazing subtlety and truth. Then he said: ‘That’s about it, I think. It’s coming. It shows you what it means to find an accoucheur who knows how to stimulate and induce labour pains and deliver the baby. Left to myself I take up my pen to write. I bite my nails and rub my forehead. Nothing doing. Good night. The god is absent; I had persuaded myself I was a genius, and at the end of the first line I can read that I’m a fool, a fool, a fool. But how can anybody feel, raise his mind to higher things, think and describe vividly, if he keeps company with the sort of people one must see in order to live, in the midst of the things one says and hears said and gossip of this kind: The boulevard was ever so nice today. Have you heard the little marmot? She acts delightfully. Mr So-and-so had the most beautiful team of dappled greys you could possibly imagine. Lovely Mme Whats-it is really beginning to get beyond it. Fancy doing her hair like that at forty-five! Young Thingummy is covered with diamonds that have cost her precious little. You mean that have cost her a great deal? Oh dear no. Where did you see her? At L’Enfant d’Arlequin perdu et retrouvé.
 The despair scene was played as never before. The Punch at the Fair has lung-power, but no artistic sense, no soul. Mme So- 

and-so has produced two children at the same time. Each father will have his own…And do you really think that that sort of thing, said, said again and heard every day, inspires and leads to great things?’)

I: No. It would be better to retire to one’s garret, live on dry bread and water and discover one’s real self.

He: That’s as may be, but I haven’t the courage - and then having to sacrifice one’s happiness for a success that might not come off! And look at the name I bear - Rameau. Being called Rameau makes things awkward. It’s not the same thing with talents as with noble blood, which can be passed on and becomes more illustrious as it descends from grandfather to father, father to son, son to grandson without the ancestor’s obliging the descendant to have any merit. The old trunk branches out into an enormous bunch of fools, but who cares? It is not the same thing with talent. In order merely to be as famous as your father you must be cleverer than he was. You must have inherited the aptitude. I didn’t, but my wrist got supple, the bow works and the pot boils. It may not be glory, but it’s food.

I: If I were you I wouldn’t take it as said and done with, but have a try.

He: Do you think I haven’t tried? Before I was fifteen I said to myself for the first time: ‘What’s up with you, Rameau? You’re dreaming. And what are you dreaming about? That you have done or are doing something to fire the admiration of the universe. All right, all you have to do is to blow on your fingers and set them to work. Hey presto and Bob’s your uncle!’ In maturer years I repeated the words of my youth. I’m still repeating them now and standing round the statue of Memnon.

I: The statue of Memnon? What on earth do you mean?

He: It seems quite clear to me. Round the statue of Memnon there were a multitude of other statues on which 

the sun’s rays shone just the same, but Memnon’s was the only one that gave forth a sound. Voltaire is one poet, and who else is there? Voltaire. And the third is Voltaire, and the fourth Voltaire. But when it comes to musicians there is Rinaldo da Capua, Hasse, Pergolesi, Alberti, Tartini, Locatelli, Terradoglias, my uncle, that chap Duni who looks quite nondescript, but he has feeling, by God, and plenty of melody and expression. The others round this small company of Memnons are just so many pairs of ears stuck on the end of so many poles. And so we are just beggars, and beggars with a vengeance. Ah, Mr Philosopher, poverty is a terrible thing. I see her crouching with open mouth trying to catch a few drops of the icy water falling from the cask of the Danaides. I don’t know whether she sharpens the wits of the philosopher, but she certainly cools the poet’s head like the devil. You can’t sing well under that cask. You are only too fortunate if you can get under it at all. I was once, but I couldn’t stay there. I had already done that silly trick once before. I’ve travelled in Bohemia, Germany, Switzerland, Holland, Flanders and God knows where.

I: Under the leaking cask?

He: Under the leaking cask. There was a wealthy and open-handed Jew who liked my music and my jokes. I made music as God meant me to, acted the fool and had all I wanted. My Jew was a man who knew his law and observed it to the last detail, sometimes with his friends, but always with strangers. He got himself into a bad scrape which I must tell you about because it is amusing. There lived in Utrecht a charming whore. He fell for this Christian woman, and sent a special messenger with a pretty large letter of credit. The strange creature turned down this offer. He was in despair. The messenger said: ‘Why take it so badly? You want to sleep with a pretty woman - nothing simpler, and even a prettier one than the one you are 

running after. It’s my wife, and I will let you have her at the same price.’ Signed and settled. The messenger pockets the letter of credit and the Jew sleeps with the wife. The expiry date of the letter comes round. The Jew lets it be protested and disputes its validity. Lawsuit. The Jew says to himself: ‘Never will this man dare say how he came into possession of my letter, and I won’t honour it.’ At the trial he interrogates the messenger. ‘How did you come by this letter of credit?’ ‘I had it from you.’ ‘In respect of a loan?’ ‘No.’ ‘For goods supplied?’ ‘No.’ ‘Services tendered?’ ‘No, but that’s not the point. I am in possession, you signed it and you are going to pay up.’ ‘I did not sign it.’ ‘So I am a forger?’ ‘You or somebody you are acting for.’ ‘I am a coward, but you are a rogue. Look, don’t push me too far or I shall out with the lot. I mean it. I shall dishonour myself, but I shall ruin you.’ The Jew ignored the threat and at the next hearing the messenger revealed the whole business. They were both reprimanded and the Jew was sentenced to honour the letter of credit and the whole sum was given to the poor. At that I left him and came back here. What could I do? Either I had to do something or die of poverty. All sorts of plans went through my head. One day I decided to go off on the morrow and join a company of strolling players, in which I would be equally good or bad on the stage or in the orchestra; the next day I thought of having one of those pictures painted that they stick on a pole and set up at a cross-road, and there I should have bawled at the top of my voice: ‘Here is the town where he was born, here he is saying good-bye to his father the apothecary, here he is arriving in the capital and looking for his uncle’s house, here he is begging before his uncle who is turning him away, here he is with a Jew, etc, etc.’ The day after that I got up resolved to throw in my lot with the street singers, and I might have done much worse, for we might have gone and performed under dear uncle’s 

windows and he would have pegged out with fury. But I decided on something else.

(He stopped at that point and went successively through the attitudes of a man holding a violin, tuning it furiously, of a poor devil knocked up with fatigue, at the end of his tether and with his legs giving way, on the point of expiring unless somebody throws him a bit of bread. He indicated his desperate plight by pointing with one finger at his half-open mouth, then went on: ‘So you see, they threw me the loaf and we three or four starvelings fought over it. And then have lofty thoughts, create noble things in the middle of distress like that!’)

I: Not easy, certainly.

He: Tumbling from one damn thing to another I had come down to this job. And I was living snug as a bug in a rug! Well, I walked out of it, and once again I shall have to scrape the catgut and come back to the finger pointing at the gaping mouth. Nothing lasts in this world. Today the top, tomorrow the bottom of the wheel. Bloody circumstances take us along, and take us very badly.

(Thereupon, draining a drop left in the bottom of the bottle, he addressed his neighbour: ‘Sir, just a little pinch of snuff if you would be so kind. That’s a lovely box you’ve got. You are not a musician? No. Good for you, for they’re a lot of poor buggers and very much to be pitied. Fate decreed that I should be one, while in a mill in Montmartre there may well be a miller or a miller’s boy who will never hear anything but the click of a ratchet and who might have composed the loveliest tunes. Rameau, get to the mill, the mill! That’s the place for you.’)

I: Whatever a man takes up, nature intended him for it.

He: Then she makes some strange blunders. For my part I don’t look down from that height from which everything looks the same - the man pruning a tree with shears, the caterpillar gnawing one of its leaves, look like two different 

insects, each doing its own job. Go and perch on the epicycle of Mercury,
 and from there, if it appeals to you, like Réaumur
 while he classifies flies into tailors, surveyors and harvesters, you can divide men into cabinetmakers, carpenters, runners, dancers, singers. It’s your business, and I’m not interested. I am in this world, and here I stay. But if it is in nature to have an appetite and I always come back to hunger, the sensation I am always conscious of - I think that it is not in the right order of things to have to go without food sometimes. What a bloody awful economy: some men bursting with everything, while others, with stomachs just as clamorous and a hunger just as unremitting, have nothing to get their teeth into. The worst thing is the subservient posture in which you are kept by need. The necessitous man doesn’t walk like anybody else, he jumps, crawls, twists himself up, creeps along. He spends his life taking up positions and carrying them out?

I: What are positions?

He: Go and ask Noverre.
 Society offers many more than his art can imitate.

I: So you also, to use your own expression, or rather that of Montaigne, are perched on the epicycle of Mercury, contemplating the various pantomimes of the human species.

He: No, no, I tell you. I am too heavy to soar so high. I leave such misty realms to the cranes. I am of the earth, earthy. I look about me and take up my positions or find fun in watching the positions taken up by others. I am an excellent mimic, as you are about to see.

(Then, smiling as he did so, he began impersonating the admiring man, the supplicating man, the complaisant man, right foot forward, left foot behind, back bent, head up, looking fixedly into somebody else’s eyes, lips parted, arms held out towards something, waiting for a command, receiving it, off like an arrow, back again with it done, 

reporting it. He is attentive to everything, picks up what has been dropped, adjusts a pillow or puts a stool under someone’s feet, holds a saucer, pushes forward a chair, opens a door, shuts a window, pulls curtains, keeps his eyes on the master and mistress, stands motionless, arms at his side and legs straight, listening, trying to read people’s expressions. And he goes on: ‘That is my act, about the same as that of flatterers, courtiers, flunkeys and beggars.’

This man’s antics, like the tales of Abbé Galiani
 and the extravaganzas of Rabelais, have sometimes given me furiously to think. They are three storehouses which have provided me with absurd masks which I fit on to the faces of the most pompous individuals, and I can see a Pantaloon in a prelate, a satyr in a judge, a porker in a monk, an ostrich in a minister of the crown and a goose in his first secretary.)

I: But by your reckoning there are lots of beggars in this world, and I can’t think of anybody who doesn’t know a few steps of your dance.

He: You are right. There is only one man in the whole of a realm who walks, and that is the sovereign. Everybody else takes up positions.

I: The sovereign? But even then isn’t there something else to be said? Do you think he doesn’t find himself from time to time in the vicinity of a dainty foot, a little lock of hair, a little nose that makes him put on a bit of an act? Whoever needs somebody else is necessitous and so takes up a position. The king takes up a position with his mistress and with God; he performs his pantomime step. The minister executes the movements of courtier, flatterer, flunkey or beggar in front of his king. The mob of place-seekers dance your steps in a hundred ways, each more vile than the one before, in front of the minister. The abbé of noble birth puts on bands and long cassock at least once a week when he calls on the keeper of the list of benefices. 

Good heavens, what you call the beggars’ pantomime is what makes the whole world go round. Every man has his little Hus and his Bertin.

He: That cheers me no end.

(But while I had been talking he had been mimicking in a killing way the positions of the types as I mentioned them. For example, for the little abbé he held his hat under his arm and his breviary in his left hand, while with his right he held up the skirt of his cassock, advanced with head a bit on one side, eyes downcast, taking off the hypocrite so perfectly that I thought I could see the author of the Réfutations before the bishop of Orléans. When it came to the flatterers and place-hunters he crawled on his belly. In fact, exactly Bouret at the Treasury.)

I: Beautifully done. And yet there is one person free to do without pantomime, and that is the philosopher who has nothing and asks for nothing.

He: Where does that animal exist? If he has nothing he suffers. If he asks for nothing he won’t get anything, and he will go on suffering.

I: Diogenes laughed at his needs.

He: But you must have clothes.

I: No, he went about quite naked.

He: But it was cold in Athens sometimes.

I: Less than here.

He: But they had to eat.

I: No doubt.

He: At whose expense?

I: Nature’s. To what does the savage turn? To the earth, animals, fish, trees, plants, roots, streams.

He: A nasty diet.

I: But copious.

He: And badly served,

I: Yet it is from that table we take things to eat at our own. 

He: But you will surely admit that the skill of our cooks, pastrycooks, eating-house keepers, caterers and confectioners does contribute something. Your Diogenes could not have had very recalcitrant organs with that austere diet of his.

I: You are wrong there. The Cynic’s habit was the same as a monk’s and with the same virtue. The Cynics were the Carmelites and Cordeliers of Athens.

He: I get your meaning. So Diogenes danced the pantomime too, if not before Pericles then at any rate in front of Laïs or Phryne.

I: You are wrong there too. Others paid a great deal of money to the courtesan who gave herself to him just for the pleasure.

He: But supposing the courtesan was busy and he was in a hurry?

I: He went back into his barrel and managed without.

He: And you advise me to do the same?

I: I’ll be hanged if that wouldn’t be better than crawling, cringing and prostituting myself.

He: But I must have a good bed, good food, warm clothes in the winter and cool ones in summer, leisure, money and lots of other things, and I would rather owe them to charity than have to work for them.

I: Then you are an idler, greedy, cowardly and with a soul of dirt.

He: I believe I’ve told you that already.

I: The good things of this life have their worth, no doubt, but you have no idea of the price you are paying to get them. You are dancing, you have danced, and you will go on dancing this vile pantomime.

He: Quite true, but it hasn’t cost me much and doesn’t cost me any more because of all that. And that is why I should be ill advised to adopt any other means of locomotion which I should find painful and wouldn’t be able to 

keep up. But from what you say I can see that my poor little wife was a philosopher of sorts. She had the courage of a lion. At times we had no bread and were penniless. We had sold almost all our clothes. I would throw myself down across the bed racking my brains to think of someone who would lend us a crown that I wouldn’t have to pay back. But she, gay as a lark, would sit down at the keyboard and sing to her own accompaniment. She had the throat of a nightingale, and I am sorry you never heard her. When I was playing at some concert I took her with me, and on the way I said: ‘Now come along, Madame, make them all admire you, show off your talent and your charms. Up you go! Then back!’ We arrived, she sang, up she went, and then back. Alas, I lost her, poor little dear! Apart from her talent, she had a mouth you could hardly get your little finger into, teeth - a row of pearls - eyes, feet, skin, cheeks, breasts, the legs of a gazelle, thighs and buttocks fit for a sculptor. Sooner or later she would have got a farmer-general at the very least. She had a walk and haunches! Oh, God, what haunches!

(And off he went miming his wife’s walk: little steps, head held high, he played with a fan, wriggled his behind, in fact a most amusing and ridiculous caricature of some of our little tarts.

Then, taking up the thread of his discourse again:)

I used to take her everywhere, to the Tuileries, the Palais-Royal and the Boulevards. It was not possible that she should stay with me. When she crossed the street in the morning, hatless and with a short skirt, you would have stopped to look at her, and you could have held her waist between the fingers of your two hands without squeezing her. Men following her and watching her mincing along on her tiny feet, gauging with their eyes those lovely hips outlined through her thin petticoats, quickened their step; she let them catch up and then suddenly swivelled round 

at them her two great, dark, shining eyes which stopped them short, for the right side of the medal came fully up to the reverse. But alas, I have lost her, and with her all my hopes of fortune have vanished into air. I had only, married her for that, and I had confided all my schemes to her, and she was too intelligent not to see how infallible they were and too wise not to approve of them.

(And, sobbing and weeping, he went on:)

No, no, I shall never get over it. Since then I have taken to bands and a skull cap.

I: Out of grief?

He: If you like, but the real reason is so as to wear my basin on my head. But will you see what the time is, for I have to go to the opera.

I: What’s on?

He: Something of Dauvergne’s. There are some quite nice things in his music; the pity of it is that he wasn’t the first to write them. There are always some of the dead who plague the living. Can’t be helped. Quisque suos non patimur mares. But it is half past five. I can hear the bell ringing for vespers for Abbé de Canaye and for me. Good-bye, Mr Philosopher. Isn’t it true that I am always the same?

I: Alas, yes, unfortunately.

He: So long as I have that misfortune for another forty years! He laughs best who laughs last.

� The Allée d'Argenson was the name given to the avenue of trees on the east, or Rue de Valois, side of the garden, and the Allée de Foy was the corresponding one on the west, or Rue de Richelieu, side. The garden is virtually unchanged today and is the loveliest oasis in central Paris, probably more beautiful and peaceful than ever before owing to the disappearance of some doubtful shops from the arcades and a thorough cleaning of the stonework.


� The Café de la Régence was in the Place du Palms�Royal, and the proprietor's name was Rey.


� Jean�Baptiste Lully, or Lulli (1632�87) was of Florentine origin, but his career was wholly French. Favourite composer of Louis XIV, he was the founder of French opera, and his influence upon French music was immense, as in the following century Handel's was to be upon English.


� Mlle Clairon (1723�1803), one of the most famous actresses of the age, created many of the parts in Voltaire's tragedies. Her art is discussed in Diderot's Paradoxe sur is comédien. For an account of her colourful life see J. Christopher Herold, Love in Fins Temperaments, London, Hamish Hamilton, 1961, pp. 223�79.


� Briasson, of the Rue Saint Jacques, one of the group of publishers behind the 


Encyclopédie. Barbier was a silk�merchant.


� Charles Duclos (1704�72), novelist, historian and essayist. His most important work was the Considérations sur les maws de cc suck (1750). In 1755 he became secretary of the Académie française. Although sympathetic towards the Encyclopaedists he was a moderate man and thought Diderot a violent fanatic, and used his influence to keep him out of the Academy. Hence Diderots resentment.


The Abbé Trublet (1697�1770) was a deadly enemy of Voltaire and a sarcastic, unpleasant person.


The Abbé d'Olivet (1682�1768), historian of the Académie française, had a reputation for hypocrisy and dissimulation. Diderot is therefore ironically praising this trio for the opposite virtues to their known vices.


� Voltaire's Mahomet dated from 1742, but the parliamentary reforms of Maupeou in 1771, though widely disapproved, were praised by Voltaire. This passage shows that Diderot was still revising the dialogue as late as 1772.


� By Philippe Rameau.


� 9. Palissot (1730-1814), arch-enemy of the movement, caricatured Diderot and his associates in the comedy Les Philosophes (1760). There were two Poinsinets, cousins, one ofwhom, Henri Poinsinet (1735-69), known as the younger, attacked the Encyclopaedists in his comedy Le Petit Philosophe (1760). The elder Fréron (1719-76), the great enemy of Voltaire, waged an anti-philosophic warfare in his Annie littéraire. His son was born in 1754, which again dates this part of the work well into the 1770s. Les Trois siécles de la littérature française, 3 vols, 1772, by Sabatier des Castres, Palissot and others, a sort of history of French literature, was violently biased and hostile to Voltaire and the Enlightenment. This reference is yet another factor in the dating of the final version of the work.


� Mlle Hus (1734-1805), actress of the Comédie française, where she was for a time chief rival of Clairon. Mistress of Bertin until he was supplanted in her favours by Vieillard in September 1761 (another dating factor), it was at their establishment that Rameau the nephew led his sycophantic existence until he was thrown out for his illadvised candour.


� Samuel Bernard (1651-1739), great financier, was banker to both Louis XIV and Louis XV.


� In the garden of the Luxembourg. At this point the conversation refers to Diderot's difficult early years in Paris.


� Diderot's daughter Angélique, later Madame de Vandeul, was born in September 1753. This is another of the conflicting dating factors, and suggests 1761 as the date of composition.


� The gossip in this burlesque version of how to be a teacher contains mostly names of notorious operatic and theatrical personalities. Lemierre and Arnould were singers, Montamy an expert on porcelain enamel, Préville a famous character actor, one of whose successes was in Lt Mercure galant, the famous seventeenth-century comedy by Boursault, in which he played several parts, Dumesnil an actress noted for the wild abandon of her acting (see Le Paradox, sir to comédien), Javillier a male dancer.


� Deschamps and Guimar, ballet dancers, whose rapacity is here likened to divine chastisement upon their victims.


� Adjective from Villemorien, a Farmer-General, nephew of Bouret (see note 21).


� Refers to the Affaire Calas, Voltaire's campaign in defence of the Calas family, Huguenot victims of religious persecution, the noblest fight for justice in Voltaire's career. Another dating factor (see Introduction).


� Obscene books.


� Madame Bouvillon, enormously fat character in Scarron's Roman comique.


� Baculard D'Arnaud (1718-1805), novelist of some importance and interest, but a sponger on the wealthy.


� Bouret (1710-77). Farmer-General and sycophantic careerist. The references are to excessively flattering attentions on the occasion of a visit by the king. The little dog story is explained later.


� Madame de Tencin and her brother the cardinal. See Introduction to D'Alembert's Dream, also J. Christopher Herold, Love in Fire Temperaments, pp. 3-51.


� Bertin.


� This speech is a sustained piece of invective against enemies of the Encyclopaedic movement, whether wealthy people with vested interests in ignorance and reaction or their abject tools, the army of unsuccessful writers and professional scandalmongers (today we might call them gossip columnists).


� Alexis Piron (1689-1773), whose comedy La Métromanie (1738) was one of the great comedies of the eighteenth century.


� Robbé, a poet who specialized in the pornographic.


� Anti-Encyclopaedic periodicals.


� The standard fare for a cab.


� From Molière: L'Etourdi, Act II, scene 8. 'Long live Mascarille, Emperor of the Rogues!'


� Duni (1709-75), Italian operatic composer, settled in Paris in 1757 and after that date composed some twenty operas of a 'light' type.


� Airs from Duni's L'Isle des Fous (1760).


� From Le Maréchal ferrant, by Philidor (1761).


� Music of the 'French' school, from Lilly to Philippe Rameau.


� Operas by Pergolesi. The term Bouffons, applied to these Italian composers in the famous Guerre des Bouffons in the fifties of the eighteenth century in Paris, was derived from the Italian buffi.


� Tancréde by Campra, Issé by Destouches, L'Europe galante by Campra, Les Indes galantes, Castor et Pollux, Les Talents lyriques, musico-dramatic works of Rameau.


� Armide (1686), opera by Lully to libretto by Quinault, the dramatic poet with whom Lully had a long and fruitful collaboration.


� Directors of the Paris opera, threatened by the Italian vogue.


� Refrain of a popular song.


� Operatic works by Mouret and Rameau respectively.


� From Castor et Pollux by Rameau.


� ‘The Saxon’ in this list of Italian composers may be Hasse or Handel.


� Quinault, La Motte, Fontenelle all wrote operatic libretti. Fontenelle (1657�1757) was, of course, also an important literary figure in other fields, particularly as a popularizer of scientific ideas and the great champion of the Moderns in the Quarrel of the Ancients and Moderns in the last years of the seventeenth century.


� Puffendorf (1632�94) and Grotius (1583�1645), the two great legal writers.


� A French adaptation of the work of Goldoni, played at the Comédie Italienne in Paris, 1761.


� Allusion to Montaigne, Essays, Il, 17, On Presumption. J. M. Cohen's rendering of the relevant passage in the Penguin Classics translation (1958) reads: ‘Those people who bestraddle the epicycle of Mercury and see so far into the heavens make me grind my teeth.’


� Réaumur (1683�1757), the great scientist and naturalist.


� Noverre, a French dancer and author of a book on the technique of dancing: Lettres sur to danse et les ballets (1759). Hence the play on the meaning of the words ‘taking up positions’.


� Galiani (1728�87), Italian writer and diplomat, posted in Paris and a great friend of Diderot and his circle, was famous for his amusing stories. Hence his name's being coupled with that of Rabelais.


� Performances at the Opera, situated in those days hard by the Palais�Royal, began regularly at six o'clock. A bell was rung half an hour earlier in the garden of the Palms�Royal to warn the denizens of the various cafés. The Abbé de Canaye, a great friend of Diderot, greatly preferred music to his ecclesiastical duties, hence this almost proverbial expression for his regular attendance at the opera. The implication that the whole of this conversation and the pantomime �interludes, which had begun 'at about five', could only have lasted about half an hour strains the reader's credulity.
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