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    PETER ABELARD – A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH




     




    Peter Abelard, an eminent scholar, was the son of Berenger, of noble descent, and born at Calais, near Nantes in Brittany, in the year 1079. At the age of sixteen he had acquired, under Rosceline, the founder of the sect of the Nominalists, a considerable acquaintance with metaphysics and logic; together with a subtileness of thought and a fluency of expression, which qualified him for the literary contests in which he was afterwards engaged. Ardent in the pursuit of fame, and of that kind of science, which then prevailed, he settled at Paris, in the twentieth year of his age, and devoted himself to the study of dialectics under William de Champeaux, called the venerable doctor. He afterwards applied himself to the study of divinity. He delivered lectures on theology and philosophy at Paris, and was attended by a great number of students who resorted to his school, not only from various parts of France, but from Spain, Italy, Germany, Flanders, and Great Britain. At the age of forty, Abelard sacrificed the reputation which he had acquired, as an able disputant and popular preceptor, to the love of pleasure, and disgraced himself by forming and executing a deliberate plan for the seduction of female innocence. During his residence at Paris, where he was acquiring affluence as well as renown, he boarded in the house of Fulbert, a canon of the cathedral church, who had a niece called Heloise, about the age of eighteen years, and equally celebrated for her beauty and literary attainments.




     




    The avaricious canon, wishing to have his niece instructed without expense, employed Abelard as her preceptor, but instead of improving her in the sciences, he betrayed his trust, taught her to love, and determined to seduce her. From this time Abelard became remiss in the performance of his public functions, and wrote nothing but amorous verses. The canon, deluded by his respect for the preceptor of his niece, remained ignorant of an amour, which became the subject of general conversation. In a little time, however, the pregnancy of Heloise discovered the culpable conduct of her lover, and roused the resentment of the infatuated uncle. She was soon removed to the house of Abelard's sister in Brittany, and there delivered of a son. When the child was born, Abelard made a proposal to Fulbert of privately marrying his niece, to which the canon consented. Heloise, however, hesitated in accepting the offer, partly from a regard to the honour of Abelard, whose profession bound him to celibacy, and partly from a romantic notion that her passion ought not to submit to ordinary restraints. Abelard at last prevailed, and they were privately married at Paris ; though it is said, that she protested to her uncle that she was not married, and that this was one cause of Abelard's unkind and severe treatment of her. Abelard made this a plea for removing her from his house, to the abbey of Benedictine nuns, in which she had been educated. Fulbert concluded, perhaps not without reason, that Abelard had taken this step, in order to rid himself of an incumbrance which obstructed his future prospects. Deep resentment took possession of his soul, and he meditated great revenge. He employed several ruffians to enter his chamber by night, and inflict upon his person a disgraceful and cruel mutilation. The deed was perpetrated; the ruffians were taken, and suffered, according to the " lex talionis," the punishment they had inflicted ; and Fulbert, for his savage, though not unprovoked revenge, was punished with the deprivation of his benefice, and the confiscation of his goods. Abelard, unable to support his mortifying reflections, resolved to retire to a convent. At the same time he formed the selfish resolution, that, since Heloise could no longer be his, she should never be another's, and ungenerously demanded from her a promise to devote herself to religion; so little was he disposed to repay her fond attachment with confidence, that he even insisted upon her taking the holy vow before him, suspecting, as it seems, that, if he first engaged himself, she might violate her promise, and return to the world ; a circumstance with which she afterwards thus tenderly reproached him: " In that one instance, I confess, your mistrust of me tore my heart; Abelard, I blushed for you." [Epistolae Helois, i.] Heloise submitted to the harsh injunction, and professed herself in the abbey of Argenteuil. At the moment when she was receiving the religious habit, she exclaimed, in the words of Cornelia:




    


    Ah ! my once greatest lord ! Ah ! cruel hour!


    Is thy victorious head in fortune's power ?


    Since miseries my baneful love pursue,


    Why did I wed thee, only to undo ?


    But see, to death my willing neck I bow ;


    Atone the angry gods by one kind blow."




    


    The romantic ardour of Heloise's affection supported her through this sacrifice, and seems never to have forsaken her to the latest moment of her life. A few days after Heloise had taken her vows, Abelard assumed the monastic habit of St. Denis, but the disorders of that house soon drove him from thence. He was afterwards charged with heresy; but after several persecutions for his religious sentiments, he settled in a solitude in the diocese of Troyes, where he built an oratory, to which he gave the name of the Paraclete. He was afterwards chosen superior of the abbey of Ruis, in the diocese of Vannes; when the nuns being expelled from the nunnery in which Heloise had been placed, he gave her his oratory, where she settled with some of her sister nuns, and became their prioress. Abelard mixed the philosophy of Aristotle with his divinity; and in 1140 was condemned by the council of Rheims and Sens. Pope Innocent II. ordered him to be imprisoned, his books to be burned, and forbid him ever teaching again. However he was soon after pardoned, at the request of Peter the Venerable, who received him into his abbey of Cluni, where he led an exemplary life. He died in the priory of Marcellas, at Chalons, April 81, 1142, aged sixty-three.




    


    In what manner Heloise received the tidings of Abelard's death is uncertain. She requested, however, that his body might be sent for interment to the Paraclete, and this was said to have been in consequence of a wish formerly expressed to her by Abelard. Her request was complied with, and the remains of her lover deposited in the church with much solemnity. For one and twenty years after we hear no more of her, only that she was held in the highest estimation; that she was a pattern of every monastic and Christian virtue; and that, ever retaining the tenderest affection of a wife, she prayed unceasingly at her husband's tomb. In 1163, she fell sick ; history does not inform us what her disorder was, nor does it relate the circumstances of her death. She expired, however, on Sunday, May 17th, in the sixty-third year of her age ; and her body was deposited, by her own orders, in the tomb by the side of Abe lard. Their bones have lain in the abbey of the Paraclete, in the diocese of Troyes, in France, ever since 1142 and 1163.




    


    They have been several times, and in different centuries, moved to other parts of the church. The character of Abelard is thus summed up by his late elegant and most impartial biographer, the Rev. Joseph Berrington .—" He was born with uncommon abilities; and, in a better age, had they been directed to other purposes, their display might have given solid glory to their possessor, and more real advantage to mankind. But he was to take the world as he found it, for he could not correct its vicious tastes, nor, indeed, did he attempt it. On the contrary, the vicious taste of the age seemed to accord with the most prominent features of his mind. He loved controversy, was pleased with the sound of his own voice, and, in his most favourite researches, rather looked for quibbles and evasive sophistry, than for truth and the conviction of reason. He was a disputatious logician, therefore ; and in this consisted all his philosophy. His divinity was much of the same complexion. When we consider him as a writer, not much more can be added to his praise. He is obscure, laboured, and inelegant; nor do I discover any traces of that genius and vivid energy of soul, which he certainly possessed, and which rendered him so formidable in the schools of philosophy. Even when he describes his own misfortunes, and is the hero of his own tale, the story is languid, and it labours on through a tedious and digressive narration of incidents. In his theological tracts, he is more jejune, and in his letters he has not the elegance, nor the harmony, nor the soul of Heloise. Therefore, did we not know how much his abilities were extolled by his contemporaries, what encomiums they gave to his pen, and how much the proudest disputants of the age feared the fire of his tongue, we certainly should be inclined to say, perusing his works, that Abelard was not an uncommon man; nor was he uncommon in his moral character. He had not to thank nature for any great degree of sensibility, that source of pain and of pleasure, of virtue and of vice. Thrown from early youth into habits which could not meliorate his disposition, he became selfish, opinionative, and vain-glorious. What did not serve to gratify his own humour, called for little of his regard. He wished to appear above the common feelings of humanity, for his philosophy was not of a nature to make him the friend of man. Of religion he knew little more than the splendid theory; and its amiable precepts were too obvious and familiar to engage the attention, and modify the heart of an abstruse and speculative reasoner. When he loved Heloise, it was not her person, nor her charms, nor her abilities, nor her virtues, which he loved; he sought only his own gratification; and in its pursuit no repulsion of innocence could thwart him, no voice of duty, of friendship, of unguarded confidence, could impede his headlong progress. He suffered; and from that moment rather became a man. We may blame him, perhaps, that he should so easily forget Heloise; but I have said that he never really loved her. More than other men, he was not free to command his affections; and from motives of religion, perhaps even of compassion, he wished in her breast to check that ardent flame, which burned to no other purpose than to render her heart miserable, and her life forlorn. To erase these unfavourable impressions which the mind have conceived of Abelard, we must view him in distress, smarting from oppression and unprovoked malevolence. There was in his character something which irritated opposition, whether it was a love of singularity, an asperity of manners, or a consciousness of superior talents, which he did not disguise. However this might be, the behaviour of his enemies was always harsh, and sometimes cruel; and him we pity.—He now became a religious, a benevolent, and a virtuous man; and thousands reaped benefit from his instructions, as they were tutored by his example. The close of his unhappy life was to the eye of the Christian spectator its most brilliant period. In his death he was the great and good man, the philosopher and the Christian." Such is the favourable character given of him by Mr. Berrington. Upon the whole, of Abelard it may, perhaps, with truth be said, that he was too vain to be truly great, and too selfish to be eminently good, and that his character is rather adapted to excite admiration, than to command respect. He left several works; the most celebrated of which are those tender letters that passed between him and Heloise, with the account of their misfortunes prefixed ; which have been translated into English, and immortalised by the harmony of Mr. Pope's numbers. To the most attractive charms of person, Heloise possessed an understanding of the most comprehensive and astonishing kind; she was not only perfect mistress of Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, but derived the greatest pleasure from philosophical pursuits. The epistolary correspondence which was kept up between her and Abelard, after each of them had sought refuge from the persecutions of the world within a convent's walls, prove, that though her life had so long been devoted to religious exercises, the image of Abelard still occupied her heart. What a lesson may be drawn from the life of Heloise; what a warning beacon might her imprudence prove to the rising age ! what a train of misery was the consequence of her dereliction from virtue, and what an ornament to society might a woman with such abilities have proved ! The weakness of her uncle's conduct is, doubtless, to be censured, in permitting two persons, and one so young, to pass hours together unobserved; still the imprudence of this relation ought to have made her treat her preceptor with additional coldness and reserve.
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