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j A Dangerous Pastime

VOLTAIRE

VOLTAIRE (FRANQOIS MARIE ARouET) (1694-

1778). Many people have hated, as much as
Voltaire, institutions that have outgrown their
usefulness and given rise to abuses, but few have
had his waspish anger against them, his dancing
eagerness to attack them, his sharp, biting wit,
which ·c ut and pierced them like a sword.
Voltaire's long life began at Paris. In his
youth he shocked his father by his gay habits,
his indifference to the study of law, and his way
of writing bold, cutting, witty verses a dangerous pastime in the days when Louis XV was
the ruling monarch of France.
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Rousseau is sometimes called " the father of
the French Revolution," but it is doubtful
whether his teachings of " Liberty, Fraternity,
and Equality" would h ave been heard had not
the mocking laughter of Voltaire first stung and
quickened the public mind. In Voltaire were
incarnate the critical and destructive elements
of the period, and it was largely through the
A GREAT FRENCH PHILOSOPHER
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Cast In to the Bastille ·

Young Voltaire turned off so many biting and
clever little poems that one day he was accused
of some which reflected on the government, and
was thrown into the Bastille. After his release,
he changed his name from Arouet to Voltaire,
saying that he hoped to have better luck with
his new name than with the old one.
Eight years later he again found himself in the
Bastille, and on release he departed for England.
Here he found freedom, for here men of genius
could say and write what they thought without
fear. After three years Voltaire returned to
France, in 1729, with a new vision of liberty, and
with an established literary reputation.
Again Voltaire got into trouble. His " Letters
on the English'' not only sang the praises of all
things English, but was a veiled attack on every
French institution. He was obliged to beat a
hasty retreat from Paris to Lorraine.
~ Having made an ample fortune by various
speculations, Voltaire wrote play after play, and
in 1751 was invited by Frederick the Great of
Prussia to pay a long visit to his court. Unwisely
Voltaire went. There he learned something
about the favour of princes, and returned in
three years home-sick and angry.
But the French King would not allow hjm to
return to Paris. Voltaire, therefore, bought the
estate of Ferney, on French soil, 3! miles from
. Geneva, where he could easily cross the border
if the King sent to arrest him.
His Busy Life at Ferney
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At Ferney ·he was to know as much peace as
his restless soul could. He built a large house,
entertained lavishly, gave a home to needy
relatives, lifted the peasants from starvation tq
comfort, sheltered religious refugees from
Geneva, started a prosperous watch factory, a
silk-stocking factory, and a lace colony, wrote
and produced plays, managed lawsuits, defended
persecuted people, and ran a farm.
He returned to Paris when he was a feeble
old man of 84. In his native town he was feted
and honoured, but the excitement and exertion
killed him, just as the first muttering of the
French Revolution could be heard.
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After being twice imprisoned in the Bastille, Vol taire came
to England to be free to write as he wished. After three
years he returned to Paris, but was a gain compelled to take
flight, and it was not until the year of his death that
he was permitted to return to Paris.

·wit and vigour of this remark.able man that the
ground was cleared to receive the seeds of the
new ideas.
Voltaire's works includ e : " CEdipe" (1 718) ; "La
Henriade " (first complete edit-i on, 1723) ; " L'Histoire
de Charles XII" (The History of Charles XII) (1731);
" Za1re" (1732) ; " L e Temple dugout" (The Temple of
Taste) (1733) ; " L ettr es anglaises " (Letters on the
English) (1734) ; " Mahomet" (174-2) ; " Merope"
(1743) ; " Siecle d e Louis XIV" (The Century of
Louis XIV) (1751) ; " La Pucelle d'Orleans " (Th e Maid
of Orleans) (1.755) ; " Oandide" (1759).
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