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Diderot

• French philosopher, art critic, writer.

• Master of Arts degree in Philosophy.

• Disowned by father who wanted him to study 
medicine or law while his interest lay in 
literature.

• Married Antoinette Champion in 1743, but has 
affairs with other women.

• Translated English books in 1740s which began 
to gain him notoriety.



Famous works

• Co-founder, chief editor and contributor to the 
Encyclopédie along with Jean le Rond
d'Alembert.

• Translated Shaftesbury's 'Inquiry on Merit and 
Virtue' into French.

• Published ‘Pensees philosophique’ (1746), a 
work that criticized both atheism and 
Christianity, but was still burned by the Parisian 
parliament.



Encyclopédie

• First encyclopedia to include 
contributions from many named 
contributors.

• First general encyclopedia to lavish 
attention on the mechanical arts.

• Encyclopédie's aim was "to change 
the way people think". 

• He wanted to incorporate all of the 
world's knowledge into the 
Encyclopédie and hoped that the 
text could disseminate all this 
information to the public and 
future generations.





‘Letter on the Blind’

• Published in 1749

• It is a discussion of the 
interrelation between 
man's reason and the 
knowledge acquired 
through perception (the 
five senses). 

• The title also evoked 
some ironic doubt about 
who exactly were "the 
blind" under discussion.



Contributions to literature

• His work, Jacques the Fatalist 
and his Master, is influenced 
by Tristam Shandy.

• It challenges conventions 
regarding novels, their 
structure and content, and 
also examines philosophical 
ideas about free will. 

• Wrote the imaginary 
conversation Rameau's 
Nephew, upon which many 
articles and sermons about 
consumer desire have been 
based.



The fourth wall

Introduced the 
concept of the fourth 
wall, the imaginary 
"wall" at the front of 
the stage in a 
traditional three-
walled box set in a 
proscenium theatre, 
through which the 
audience sees the 
action in the world of 
the play.



An unsuccessful career
• He could not obtain the bare 

official recognition of merit 
which was implied by being 
chosen a member of the 
Académie française. 

• However Empress Catherine 
II of Russia commissioned an 
agent in Paris to buy the 
library when he planned to 
sell it. 

• She then requested that the 
philosopher retain the books 
in Paris until she required 
them, and act as her librarian 
with a yearly salary.

Statue of Diderot at his 
birthplace in Langres



Death

• Diderot died of 
pulmonary thrombosis 
in Paris on 31 July 
1784, and was buried in 
the city's Église Saint-
Roch. 

• His heirs sent his vast 
library to Catherine II, 
who had it deposited at 
the National Library of 
Russia. Monument to Diderot in Paris


