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Born Atheist, buried Christian. 

Vive la libre pensée! Vive la liberté! 

First published in The Theosophist, Vol. II (No. 11), August 1881, pp. 246-48. 

Republished in Blavatsky Collected Writings, (MISCELLANEOUS NOTES) III pp. 255-57. 

HE NEFARIOUS INFLUENCE OF THE YEAR 1881 is still asserting itself.
1
 The 

assassination of the President of the United States, General Garfield, follows 

the murder of the Emperor of Russia. The death of Rubinstein, the great pia-

nist, but preceded that of Henry Vieuxtemps, the Belgian, the greatest violoncellist 

and composer of our century. And now comes that of Littré, one of the most brilliant 

scientific lights of France, and it is to him that we will now devote a few lines. But 

who next? 

Maximilien Paul Émile Littré, the Academician, and Senator, the great French Lexi-

cographer, born in the first year of our century, has just died in his eighty-first year. 

The eminent philologist (he knew Sanskrit, Hebrew, Greek, and Latin to perfection) 

was a professed atheist all his life, and a warm friend of August Comte, as well as a 

prominent promoter of his doctrines of which he gives an excellent synopsis in his 

great work, La Philosophie Positive, and upon which he expounded, while defending 

them in a series of pamphlets. For years, owing to the intrigues of the Archbishop 

Dupanloup, the “fiery Bishop of Orleans,” and notwithstanding the eminent scientific 

achievements of the infidel savant, the doors of the Academy of Sciences were shut to 

him. The forty “Immortals” fearing to admit such a rank atheist lest the aristocratic 

Faubourg St.-Germain, and the Fish Market, in the face of their respective repre-

sentatives of the fair sex — those ladies from the two opposite ends of the social lad-

der, having now remained the chief if not the only pillars of the Roman Catholic cler-

gy in Republican France — should stone them. In 1871, however, M. Dupanloup 

notwithstanding, the “Immortals” feeling themselves suffused with blushes for their 

cowardice, unanimously elected M. Littré to the Academical chair. We may add en 

passant, that they were rewarded for it by a fearful scandal created by the Archbish-

op, who cursed and anathematized his colleagues there and then and — withdrew, 

breaking forever with the Academy. To the last moment of his conscious life, the late 

Positivist remained true to his principles of negation. And now — he died . . . as the 

clerical papers triumphantly assert — a Christian! 

                                            
1
 [See “The Number of Beast is the Number of Man,” in our Planetary Rounds and Globes Series. — ED. PHIL.] 
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According to the unanimous testimony of the Paris press, as soon as the octogenari-

an atheist had fallen in articulo mortis, and the agony had begun, the ever vigilant 

Jesuit Fathers, who had secured to their cause his wife and daughter, proclaimed 

the news that the atheist had just before that repented; and, without losing time, 

administered to him the rites of baptism and the viaticum.
1
 According to the Gaulois 

the friends and supporters of the dead philosopher were enraged beyond description 

at such proceedings, and the burial ceremony culminated in a public scandal. The 

clericals had endeavoured to make the entourage of the funeral as solemn and as 

theatrical as it was possible for them. Since early morning a priest was seen pros-

trated before the coffin which was surrounded by a whole army of the clergy who 

tried to crowd off from the church every infidel they could. They had no trouble to 

succeed, as none of Littré’s associates in atheism would enter it during the service, 

and M. Renan, the free-thinking author of the Vie de Jésus, Barthélemy Saint-

Hilaire, and a host of others stood outside. In the cemetery, when Mr. Viruboff, the 

intimate friend and literary partner of the defunct, desired to make a speech by his 

tomb, the clericals interrupted him with cries — “Respect to the bereaved family.” In 

answer, the Positivists, who numbered about two-thirds of the crowd — 3,000 men 

strong — shouted “Vive la libre pensée! Vive la liberté!” (Long live Free Thought! Hur-

rah, for Liberty!), and regardless of the protest, Mr. Viruboff pronounced his speech 

excusing the defunct before the Positivists on the grounds given above. The Ré-

publique Française vociferates against the clergy and tells its readers that it is they 

“of the long coats” who shouted “Down with the Republicans!” receiving in reply: 

“Down with the Jesuits! The church has committed a ravishment upon a dying 

man. . . . It is guilty of kidnapping!” 

The presence of the President of the Republic of France served but to throw oil upon 

the fire. As a matter of course, the clergy who have before now tried their hand at 

claiming as their prize Thomas Paine and even Voltaire, will now sing victory more 

than ever. Thus the memory of an honest and a great man, who remained true to his 

convictions for over three score and ten [years] — will descend to posterity as that of 

a MORAL COWARD! 

 

 

 

                                            
1
 [Roman Catholic term for Eucharist administered to the sick or to a person who is dying, with or without 

anointing.] 
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Charles Darwin and Émile Littré depicted as performing monkeys at a circus, breaking through gullibility, 

superstitions, errors, and ignorance. Caricatured by André Gill (La Lune Rousse, 18 Août 1878) 
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Suggested reading for students. 

 

Selections from our Down to Earth Series. 

 A BALANCED VIEW OF THE MOTIVES BEHIND DIETARY PREFERENCES 

 A DABBLER IN OCCULTISM EXPOSED 

 A DIRE PROPHECY ABOUT EGYPT 

 A RICH LIFE, WITHOUT THE TRAPPINGS OF MAMMON 

 ALLOPATHS PERSECUTING HOMEOPATHS 

 AMAZING STORIES, DISCOUNTED BY THE SCIENTIST AND THE RELIGIOUS BIGOT 

 ARYAN MUSIC 

 BLAVATSKY ON HOW TO EDUCATE CHILDREN 

 BLAVATSKY ON THE MATERIALISM OF TODAY 

 BROTHERHOOD RANKS ABOVE MEDITATION 

 CAN EATING ANIMAL FLESH EVER BE ETHICAL 

 CHESTERFIELD’S CHOICE THOUGHTS TO HIS SON 

 CHILDREN TRAINING THEMSELVES FOR MURDER 

 CICERO'S TUSCULAN DISPUTATIONS - TR. YONGE 

 CIVILIZATION, THE DEATH OF ART AND BEAUTY 

 COCK, A VERY OCCULT BIRD 

 COMPETITION RAGES MOST FIERCELY IN CHRISTIAN LANDS 

 CRUELTY IN THE BIRCH GROVE 

 DAZZLED GLIMPSES INTO THE ASTRAL LIGHT 

 EARTHQUAKES ARE THE OUTCOME OF SINS COMMITTED BY MEN 

 ENGLISH NEWSPAPER SLANDERS RUSSIAN LADY 

 EVERYONE AND EVERYTHING IS INTERRELATED 

 FLESH-EATING AMONG BUDDHIST MONKS 

 FOUL CONSPIRACIES AND BLATANT LIES LEVELLED AGAINST MADAME BLAVATSKY 

 GORDON ON FAME, THAT COY GODDESS 

 GRS MEAD SHOWS HIS TRUE COLOURS 
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 HIEROCLES EXALTS WEDLOCK 

 HOW A DEVIL’S IMP REDEEMED HIS LOAF 

 HOW TO CONDUCT OURSELVES TOWARDS OUR PARENTS 

 IDOLATRY AND ZOOLATRY 

 INSIGHTS TO EMOTION IN ART 

 JUDICIAL PROCESSES AND PUNISHMENT IN CLASSICAL INDIA 

 LÉVI ON THE TWO OPPOSING FORCES - TR. WAITE 

 LÉVI WARNS THE IMPUDENT - TR. WAITE 

 MEDITATION PROPER IS SPIRITUAL SEERSHIP 

 MIRACLES ARE NATURAL PHENOMENA 

 MODERN INDIA IS SPIRITUALLY DEGRADED 

 MUSINGS OF AN UNPOPULAR PHILOSOPHER 

 NARCISSISM AND ANIMAL SENSUALISM PERSONIFIED 

 OCCULT PROPHECIES 

 OCCULT TALES BY JUDGE 

 ONIONS WERE CONSIDERED TOO SACRED TO BE EATEN 

 OXFORD DON PROFANES VEDIC HYMN 

 PLUTARCH ON THE TRANQUILLITY OF THE MIND - TR. MORGAN 

 PLUTARCH ON WHETHER WATER OR LAND ANIMALS ARE THE MOST CRAFTY 

 PLUTARCH ON WHY EATING ANIMALS IS REPULSIVE - TR. BAXTER 

 POVERTY BREEDS GENEROSITY, WEALTH GREED AND SELFISHNESS 

 PROMETHEUS, THE LIGHT-BRINGER, HURLED DOWN TO THE BOWELS OF THE EARTH 

 PYTHAGORAS' BAN OF BEANS 

 REFRAIN FROM THE MANIA OF CELEBRATING PERSONALITIES 

 RHOADES ON TRAINING THE IMAGINATION 

 RUSKIN'S SESAME AND LILIES 

 RUSSIAN VANDALISM OF PERSIAN ZOROASTRIANISM 

 SAPPHIRE BLUE, THE MOST ELECTRIC OF ALL COLOURS 

 SIXTEEN CAUTIONS IN PARAGRAPHS BY JUDGE 

 SOCIAL ETHICS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY RUSSIA 

 SPECULATIVE LUCUBRATIONS OF AN ARISTOTELEAN PHILOSOPHER 

 SPIRITUAL RULES AND PROTREPTICS 

 TAYLOR'S VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF BRUTES 
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 TEN INJUNCTIONS FOR THEOSOPHISTS BY JUDGE 

 TERENCE ON LENIENCE 

 THE BIRTHMARK BY NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE 

 THE FEAR OF NUMBER THIRTEEN 

 THE HOLLOW EARTH 

 THE JAPANESE SHOULD NOT BOW DOWN TO CHRISTIAN ETHICS 

 THE LEARNED TREE OF TIBET 

 THE OCCULT CAUSES OF EPIDEMIC DISEASES 

 THE PERNICIOUS INFLUENCE OF THE MOON 

 THE RELIGIO-PHILOSOPHICAL JOURNAL IS NEITHER RELIGIOUS NOR PHILOSOPHICAL 

 THE RUSSIAN MOTE AND THE BRITISH BEAM 

 THE SEWER OF DOGMATIC CREEDS AND BLIND FAITH 

 THE SPARKLE OF “LIGHT ON THE PATH” HAS BEEN DIMMED BY A DARK STAIN 

 THE SPIRIT OF LIFE ISSUES FROM THE EARTH’S NORTH POLE 

 THE TWELVE TRIBES OF ISRAEL NEVER EXISTED 

 THE UNGRATEFUL MAN 

 THE VELVETEEN RABBIT 

 TRUTH IS EXILED FROM THE PRESS BECAUSE IT IS NOT AS BEGUILING AS FALSE-

HOOD 

 VIRGIL'S GEORGICS - TR. RHOADES 

 WESTERN RELIGION ALONE IS TO BLAME FOR THE CRUELTY TO ANIMALS 

 WHAT IS MUSIC BY RICE 

 WHEN THE DOORS OF THE WORLD CLOSED ON THEM 

 WHY DO ANIMALS SUFFER 

 WHY THE HOLLOW MEN PRIZE THEIR VICE 
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