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Francois Marie Arouet was born November 21, 1694 to a middle class family in Paris. Louis the XIV was king of France, and the vast majority of the population of France lived in grinding poverty. While Francois came of age, the aristocracy of France ruled with an iron hand. Francois received a Jesuit education at the College Louis-le-Grand. Even as a child, his witty intelligence struck and sometimes outraged his teachers, setting the stage for his controversial writing career. Francois briefly worked as a secretary for the French Ambassador to Holland, but abandoned the position to devote himself to writing.
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Francois's witty epigrams soon became legendary in France. His quick tongue brought him fame, and with fame a good deal of trouble. As a result of his bitter, satirical wit, he was exiled to Sully. He used his skill to flatter those in power, and convinced them to end his exile. Shortly after returning to Paris, Francois was blamed for a piece of writing that attacked the government. He was sent to the Bastille. While in prison, Francois assumed the pen name "Voltaire." He wrote throughout his prison term, and was released in 1718. Voltaire's first play, Oedipe, was produced in Paris not long after he left the Bastille. It was a phenomenal success. Voltaire was only twenty-four years old.
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Voltaire moved in the circles of the rich and powerful. He flattered and lambasted those around him with the same pen. As a result of the lambasting, he was again imprisoned in the Bastille in 1726. He was released on the condition that he move to England. Voltaire's exile in England was far from unpleasant. A crowd of English literati received him with open arms. Within a matter of months, Voltaire became fluent in English. English philosophy and society continued to fascinate him throughout his life. Three years later, he was allowed to return to France.

[image: image13.png]


Voltaire attacked the church and the state with equal fervor. During his lifetime, witty writings attacking either institution were attributed to him whether he wrote them or not. He spent most of his life dodging punishment for his satirical tongue. A life-long champion of the poor and downtrodden, he wrote against tyranny and religious persecution with unmatched audacity. Despite his relentless criticism of powerful individuals and institutions, Voltaire became good friends with King Frederick of Prussia. Their relationship, often fraught with disagreement and tension, was nevertheless characterized by a deep, affectionate attachment. They often quarreled, as Voltaire inevitably quarreled with anyone in power, but the ties of friendship lasted to the end.
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In 1759, Voltaire purchased Fernay, an estate near the border between France and Switzerland. Fernay quickly became a watering hole for European intellectuals. Voltaire's decision to purchase the estate was influenced largely by practical concerns. Should he need to escape French authorities, he could easily flee across the border. Moreover, theater was a forbidden institution in Geneva, and people could easily get from Geneva to Fernay to see plays.
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Candide, published in 1759, is considered Voltaire's signature work. In it Voltaire levels the bitterest criticism against nobility, philosophy, the church, and inhumane cruelty. It captures the essence of Voltaire's thought. Considered a premier text of the Enlightenment, it nonetheless has a unique personality. It criticizes various Enlightenment philosophies, and demonstrates that the Enlightenment was far from a monolithic movement.
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At the age of 83, Voltaire returned to Paris, the place of his birth. The populace hailed him as a returning hero. The strain of the trip was more than his failing health could support. He died in May of 1778. He was buried at Romilly-on-Seine in consecrated ground. Shortly after the burial, the church issued a mandate forbidding an honorable burial. In 1791, the National Assembly ordered that his body be entombed at the Pantheon in Paris alongside French greats such as Descartes. In 1814, religious fundamentalists stole the remains of Voltaire and Rousseau and dumped them into a pit full of quicklime, a "burial" reserved for individuals condemned and hated by the church. Rousseau and Voltaire were rivals during their lifetimes.

Gold and precious jewels are "common pebbles" in the hidden kingdom. However, Candide's subsequent adventures demonstrate that the plentiful jewels and gold are not the reason the kingdom is the "best of all possible worlds." The kingdom is a utopia because it does not suffer from religious persecution, petty squabbles, or horrendous social inequality. Candide was distracted by the glitter of things that the kingdom itself holds as worthless

The kingdom is almost completely inaccessible from the outside. In fact, Candide and Cacambo are remarkably lucky to find it at all. Nevertheless, Candide wants to return immediately to the deeply flawed world outside. He wants to gather the "common pebbles" of the kingdom so that he can return to the outside a wealthy "hero." Candide and Cacambo succumb to the selfish greed of their own society. They choose a shot power and influence over others rather than remaining in the perfect society they have found. Voltaire demonstrates that achieving a good society will require hard work overcoming the drawbacks in human nature.

Rousseau and Voltaire were bitter arch rivals for years. Rousseau viewed man as naturally good. He accused the institutions of human civilization, such as property and commerce, of corrupting man's natural tendency to good. His best known theory is that of the "natural man" or the "noble savage." Rousseau held that in a state of nature human beings are good because they are ignorant of vice. Voltaire characterizes the Oreillons as representatives of "pure nature" several times. However, the Oreillons are not "noble savages." Rather, they carry the same prejudices and enact the same brutality as people from the Old World. Note that they plan to practice cannibalism like the Janissaries in the old woman's story.

James's death could be a criticism leveled at the optimistic belief that evil exists merely to accentuate good. The brutish sailor makes James's generous, kind nature seem like an anomaly, and James's death suggests that the world is hostile to goodness. James's death attacks Christianity as a means to change society for the better as James, continually referred to as "the Anabaptist," ends up overwhelmed by the world, his actions ineffective. His death also contradicts Pangloss's careless optimism.[image: image17.wmf]
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