
Voltaire: A Brilliant and Controversial
Enlightenment Figure
François-Marie Arouet, better known by his pen name Voltaire, was one of
the most influential and controversial figures of the Enlightenment. A prolific
writer, philosopher, and historian, Voltaire's work had a profound impact on
French society and beyond. He was a tireless advocate for freedom of
speech and religious tolerance, and his writings helped to shape the
intellectual landscape of the 18th century.
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Early Life and Education

Voltaire was born in Paris in 1694 to a wealthy family. He received a
privileged education, studying at the Collège Louis-le-Grand, where he
excelled in his studies. However, his sharp wit and irreverent nature soon
brought him into conflict with the authorities. In 1717, he was imprisoned in
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the Bastille for writing a satirical poem about the Regent, Philippe
d'Orléans.

Literary Career

After his release from prison, Voltaire embarked on a successful literary
career. He wrote plays, poems, novels, and philosophical treatises that
quickly gained a wide readership. His most famous works include the
satirical novel Candide, the tragedy Zaïre, and the historical epic The
Henriade. Voltaire's writings were known for their wit, clarity, and sharp
social commentary. He was a master of satire, using his pen to attack the
hypocrisy and corruption of the French monarchy and the Catholic Church.

Exile and Triumph

Voltaire's outspoken criticism of the authorities led to several periods of
exile. In 1726, he was forced to flee France after being accused of
blasphemy. He spent several years in England, where he was greatly
impressed by the country's relatively tolerant political and religious climate.
In 1734, he returned to France and became a close friend of the influential
Madame de Pompadour, the mistress of King Louis XV. With her support,
Voltaire was able to secure a position at the court of Versailles.

However, Voltaire's continued criticism of the government and the Church
eventually led to another period of exile. In 1758, he was forced to flee
France once more, this time to Switzerland. He spent the rest of his life in
exile, writing and publishing his most famous works. In 1778, he was
allowed to return to Paris, where he was greeted as a hero by the French
people.

Voltaire's Philosophy



Voltaire was a staunch advocate for freedom of speech and religious
tolerance. He believed that all people should have the right to express their
opinions, even if they were unpopular or offensive. He was also a strong
critic of superstition and fanaticism, which he saw as major threats to
human progress. Voltaire's philosophy was based on the principle of
reason and common sense. He believed that people should use their
intelligence to question authority and tradition, and to make decisions
based on logic and evidence.

Legacy

Voltaire died in Paris in 1778 at the age of 83. He left behind a vast body of
work that continues to be read and studied today. Voltaire is considered
one of the most important figures of the Enlightenment, and his writings
have had a profound impact on Western civilization. He is remembered as
a brilliant writer, a courageous defender of free speech, and a tireless
advocate for human progress.

Voltaire was a complex and contradictory figure. He was a brilliant writer
and a tireless advocate for freedom of speech, but he could also be
arrogant, sarcastic, and vindictive. However, there is no doubt that he was
one of the most important figures of the Enlightenment, and his writings
continue to inspire and challenge readers today.

Further Reading

Voltaire: A Life by Ian Davidson

Voltaire: A Biography by Theodore Besterman

Candide by Voltaire



Zaïre by Voltaire

The Henriade by Voltaire
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