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    Between what we seem to be and what we are, The Characters maps the fraught theater of social life. Jean de La Bruyère’s The Characters, or the Manners of This Age, is a classic of French moralist literature, composed in late seventeenth-century France and first published in 1688. Drawing on the ancient tradition of character sketching associated with Theophrastus, La Bruyère recasts that mode for the milieu of Louis XIV, observing the court and the spectrum of social types around him. The result is a book of portraits, maxims, and reflections that studies conduct and motive with terse wit and sober gravity, illuminating a civilization at once polished and self-deceived.

There is no plot to follow and no hero to cheer, but rather a moving gallery of emblematic figures whose habits, vanities, and pretenses are distilled into quick, vivid sketches. La Bruyère’s voice is balanced between urbane irony and moral seriousness, favoring concise sentences that crystallize an observation and leave space for the reader’s judgment. The tone can be gracious, severe, or playful within a single page, yet it remains lucid and controlled. The book rewards reading in brief passages, where a single line resonates, and in longer sittings, where patterns of behavior and language accumulate.

At its core, The Characters interrogates the gap between appearance and reality in a culture organized by etiquette, favor, and display. La Bruyère scrutinizes self-love, the lure of fashion, the uses of flattery, and the uneasy traffic between wealth and virtue. He charts how speech becomes a social currency, how conversation shapes rank, and how the craving for recognition can hollow out sincerity. Without naming real persons, he composes types that expose recurring weaknesses and the fragile virtues that resist them. The result is both satire and diagnosis, attuned to the moral costs of thriving in a competitive, conspicuous world.

Formally, the book couples a French rendering of Theophrastus’s ancient character sketches with La Bruyère’s extensive observations of his own age, a project he revised and expanded across successive editions. His method is economical and pointed: he creates types with brief labels or invented names, surrounds them with telling gestures or turns of phrase, and allows implication to do as much work as assertion. The brevity is not an austerity but a pressure; meanings intensify in the space he leaves between lines. This blend of adaptation and invention anchors the work in tradition while sharpening it for contemporary scrutiny.

Though attentive to the courtly world that defined late seventeenth-century France, La Bruyère ranges widely, surveying city salons and domestic interiors, public ceremonies and private ambitions. Courtiers, men of letters, financiers, devotees, and would‑be wits pass before the reader, each observed at the precise moment when habit reveals a motive. He does not reduce everyone to ridicule; the book also defends discretion, modesty, and steadfast friendship, showing how genuine virtues can persist amid the bustle of status. The social map is broad but never diffuse, unified by a steady interest in how institutions shape character and character tests institutions.

For contemporary readers, The Characters matters because its pressures have not vanished; they have simply migrated to new stages. In workplaces, media feeds, and public discourse, reputations are curated, attention is competed for, and language constantly negotiates power. La Bruyère’s analyses of performative sincerity, opportunistic networking, and moral self‑deception illuminate the psychological mechanics of our own social systems. The book also models a way of thinking across time, measuring present manners against durable ethical questions without nostalgia or cynicism. It asks how to live well among others when visibility is prized and the line between candor and calculation is thin.

Reading The Characters today is less an exercise in historical curiosity than an encounter with a refined instrument of attention. Each page offers a mirror that clarifies rather than flatters, a cadence that invites rereading, and an ethical pressure that never hardens into doctrine. La Bruyère’s prose achieves intensity without stridency, setting the reader in a reflective tempo where amusement and unease coexist. The book’s durability lies in that composure: it exposes social fictions while preserving hope for honest speech and measured conduct. To enter this gallery is to recognize others and, unavoidably, to test one’s own habits under its clear light.
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    Jean de La Bruyère’s The Characters, first published in 1688 and repeatedly revised in his lifetime, couples a French translation of Theophrastus with a wide-ranging gallery of observations on the manners of his own age. Organized in short reflections, maxims, and vivid portraits, the book offers a moral study rather than a narrative. La Bruyère scrutinizes how people speak, judge, love, aspire, and present themselves, anchoring general truths in sharply sketched examples. The work positions itself within the classical moralist tradition, aiming to educate taste and conduct while entertaining with satire, and to extract the universal from the particular circumstances of contemporary France.

The opening movements focus on literature and taste: what counts as true wit, why some works endure, and how fashionable acclaim can mask mediocrity. La Bruyère dissects the roles of author, critic, and audience, exposing pretension, obscurity, and the chase for novelty. He distinguishes substance from show, praising natural clarity and measured judgment over dazzling but empty displays. The sketches here often stage salons, readings, and dedications to reveal the economy of praise and patronage. Through these scenes he poses a central question for the book: by what standards can one judge merit when opinion, fashion, and interest continually distort perception?

Turning to social life and conversation, La Bruyère maps the small dramas of talk, civility, and the desire to please. He portrays listeners who cannot listen, flatterers who seize on vanity, and bores who mistake verbosity for esprit. The attention shifts from etiquette to the mechanics of the heart: ambition, envy, fear, and self-regard steer even polished conduct. Brief stories crystallize types—timid courtiers, overbearing pedants, anxious go-betweens—while laconic reflections generalize from them. Throughout, he probes the tension between sincerity and performance, asking whether authenticity can survive in a world where roles are learned, rehearsed, and rewarded more reliably than straightforward candor.

The sections on rank and the court scrutinize power as a theater of dependence. Favour grants access and visibility; neglect consigns the same people to invisibility without warning. La Bruyère tracks the rituals of waiting rooms, petitions, and patronage, where birth can eclipse merit and cleverness can outpace virtue. The portraits sketch both the ruler’s orbit and its peripheral satellites, showing how status breeds imitation and fear. He contrasts the court’s artifice with the city’s bustle, yet finds parallel vanities in both. Advancement appears precarious and often self-defeating, prompting the broader inquiry into what kind of success can genuinely satisfy.

Wealth, fortune, and fashion receive similarly exacting attention. Lavish expenditure jostles with fearful miserliness; styles circulate rapidly, setting traps for those who comply too eagerly or resist too stubbornly. La Bruyère observes social climbing and the strain between inherited privilege and earned competence. He also addresses the constraints and performances attached to gendered roles, noting how coquetry, gallantry, and learned display can each become forms of self-misrepresentation. Domestic scenes—marriages, households, tutors—become laboratories of status and habit. The analysis stays descriptive rather than doctrinal, using contrasts of conduct to reveal how appearances both express and conceal the realities of character.

Further chapters weigh judgment, belief, and the uses of reason. La Bruyère considers dogmatism and fashionable skepticism as twin temptations, each encouraging complacent certainty. He surveys public opinion, legal and customary practices, and the education of taste, showing how minds are steered by habit as much as by argument. Portraits of free-thinking bravado and ostentatious piety alike expose the theatrical element in conviction. The emphasis falls on prudence, discernment, and restraint—virtues that prevent excess in intellect as in behavior. Without prescribing a system, the book accumulates criteria and examples that invite readers to measure themselves and their surroundings more soberly.

By its end, The Characters offers a composite mirror of the late seventeenth century that reaches beyond immediate circumstances. Its alternating maxims and portraits, indebted to Theophrastus yet unmistakably contemporary, build a taxonomy of types whose motives and rituals are still recognizable. La Bruyère’s craft lies in balancing caricature with a search for general truths, encouraging judgment without insisting on final verdicts. The book’s enduring resonance stems from this method: it trains perception, clarifies standards, and entertains while maintaining moral gravity. As social worlds evolve, the questions it raises about merit, manners, and self-presentation remain unsettled and persistently instructive.
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    Jean de La Bruyère’s Characters appeared in late seventeenth‑century France, under the long reign of Louis XIV (1643–1715). Political power had been centralized after the Fronde, and the court at Versailles functioned as the kingdom’s cultural and social gravity. Patronage linked writers to ministers, nobles, and ecclesiastics, while print remained supervised by royal privilege and censors in Paris. Classical taste, linguistic regulation, and ceremonial display shaped elite conduct. Within this environment, observation of manners became a recognized literary pursuit. La Bruyère’s portraits of types and maxims emerged from this carefully codified world, where status, speech, and appearance were instruments of power.

Seventeenth‑century French society was stratified between nobles of the sword, nobles of the robe, clergy, and a prosperous urban bourgeoisie. Venality of office and fiscal administration produced influential financiers and magistrates, while many provincial nobles gravitated to court seeking favor. Etiquette manuals, salon conversation, and institutional precedence governed behavior, and reputation circulated through wit, rumor, and anecdote. Urban growth in Paris sharpened contrasts between ostentation and precariousness. These structures and tensions furnish the social fabric that La Bruyère anatomizes: court parasites, parvenus, pedants, and self‑deceivers whose habits mirror the pressures of advancement, patronage, and display in an absolutist, status‑conscious order.

The Characters belongs to the classical age of French letters, shaped by institutions such as the Académie française (founded 1635) and by salon culture that prized concise expression and moral clarity. Writers including Pascal, Nicole, and La Rochefoucauld had already refined the genre of maxims and moral reflection, offering models of psychological acuity. Boileau’s critical precepts promoted lucidity and restraint, while theater and sermons offered public stages for ethical commentary. La Bruyère wrote within this moraliste tradition, combining pithy judgments with brief narrative sketches, using controlled, plain style to test social behavior against ideals of reason, decorum, and probity.

La Bruyère grounded his project in a classical precedent: he translated Theophrastus’s Greek Characters and appended his own Les Caractères ou les moeurs de ce siècle (1688). The volume was repeatedly reissued and enlarged, reaching nine editions between 1688 and 1696, the year of his death. Printed under the regime of privileges and subject to critical scrutiny, it provoked intense curiosity as readers sought to match types with living figures. La Bruyère presented them as general portraits rather than keys, tempering particular allusions with universal aims. The work’s evolving structure reflects an author revising observations as public debates and fashions shifted.

The period was marked by the Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes, a dispute over the authority of classical models versus modern innovation that animated the Académie and salons in the 1680s and 1690s. Figures like Charles Perrault championed the Moderns, while Boileau defended the Ancients. La Bruyère’s “Discours sur Théophraste,” prefacing some editions, affirms trust in ancient exemplars and the stability of human types. His method—deriving general truths from observed particulars—situates the Characters within the Ancients’ camp. The book thus participates in a central intellectual conflict of its day, arguing implicitly for enduring standards of taste, judgment, and conduct.

Religion permeated public life. After the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, the monarchy enforced Catholic conformity, closing Protestant temples and pressuring conversions. Earlier Jansenist controversies had pitted rigorist theologians associated with Port‑Royal against Jesuit casuistry and royal policy, with schools suppressed and writers censured. Clerical authority shaped charity, education, and censorship. Such conflicts sharpened attention to sincerity, grace, and moral discipline. La Bruyère’s pages frequently test ostentatious piety and devotional fashion against inner virtue, echoing themes debated from pulpits and treatises. Without advocating a faction, the Characters probes how religious display intersects with ambition, self‑love, and reputation.

Louis XIV’s ambitious statecraft rested on mercantilist management and near‑constant warfare. Under Jean‑Baptiste Colbert, manufactures and marine expansions were promoted, while monumental projects and court expenses signaled splendor. The Dutch War (1672–1678) and the Nine Years’ War (1688–1697) strained revenues, extending indirect taxes, venal offices, and tax‑farming. Paris grew as an administrative and financial capital, yet poverty and dependence were visible, addressed by institutions like the Hôpital Général (founded 1656). La Bruyère measures these imbalances in brisk vignettes of needy clients, ostentatious patrons, and calculating intermediaries, revealing how money, favors, and appearances structure relations across classes in a militarized monarchy.

Born in 1645, trained in law, and for a time holder of a venal financial office, La Bruyère knew both administrative and courtly milieus. In 1684 he entered the Condé household as tutor to the Duke of Bourbon, gaining privileged vantage on Chantilly and Versailles society. The Characters appeared in 1688 and continued to grow through successive editions; in 1693 he was elected to the Académie française. He died in 1696. The book’s incisive portraits and aphorisms crystallize the contradictions of Louis XIV’s France, turning observed speech and gesture into enduring critique of rank, fashion, and self‑interest in a disciplined, centralized state.
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Translators often trumpet a foreign genius before they misconstrue him, yet La Bruyère needs no such fanfare in France; his Characters, less terse and profound than Pascal or La Rochefoucauld, stay livelier because he courts pleasure, even at the cost of depth. He insists on originality and refuses the rôle of legislator: 'I did not wish to write maxims; I have neither the authority nor the genius.' In outlining the book he adds, 'Fifteen chapters dismantle the passions that stifle knowledge of God; the sixteenth attacks atheism, musters proofs of Providence, and—perhaps—routes the unbeliever.

Calling himself a philosopher and friend to Bossuet, he observes manners without venom, preferring to 'give back to the public what it lent.' Portrait hunters swarm around the book, ignoring its reflections; he laughs at their industry: 'They forge long lists, false keys useless to themselves, damaging to the people they name, and to me, though unwillingly involved.' Combining features from many, he says, 'I painted after life yet took one line from one, another from another, so a man might see what faults to shun.' Through these sketches rise Louis-XIV subjects, frenetic streets, sold offices, crowded gaming houses, swords jangling in church.

Bold yet wary, he skewers financiers in 'Gifts of Fortune' and grand courtiers in 'Of the Great,' always standing as 'a plebeian' and flattering the king only for the realm’s safety—and his own. He revises each edition without sharpening old barbs, never setting class against class. Judges admire his concise, picturesque diction, the exact word in the exact place; a few terms have aged, yet the work grows dearer with rereading. Later editors compare texts, add notes, enlarge its historical glow. Imitations follow—Genlis for children, servants, youths—while English versions appear in London, 1698, 1699, 1700, and 1702.

London, 1702: “Characters, or the Manners of the Age,” third English edition appears, key in the margin. A two-volume “Works of Monsieur de la Bruyère” follows, E. Curll, 1713, sixth impression; H. Gaily renders Theophrastus in 1725; J. Bell issues the collected works in 1776. The commentator compares the 1702, 1713, and 1776 sets: in each, sections 118–119 attacking King William vanish, then return in 1713, then vanish again. The 1713 advertisement proclaims, “We procured the last English edition to be compared verbatim with the last Paris edition… we have not scrupled to translate even those parts…” Thus completeness prevailed.

Faults litter the old renderings, yet each helpful phrase, turn, even page is freely adopted when no better wording suggests itself. Beyond England the book travels: four German versions, the last in 1872, a German chapter on Freethinkers in 1739, two Italian editions, one Spanish, one Russian. English echoes arise in Boyer’s 1692–1702 “English Theophrastus,” Rowe’s counsel on living with the great, and anonymous sketches of 1774; Boyer is likely Abel Boyer of Castres. Swift, Shaftesbury, Addison, Steele may have read La Bruyère, yet Dr. Robert South most resembles him, though he wrote earlier. Etchings by Damman and Foulquier accompany this scant memoir signed Henri Van Laun.
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Jean de la Bruyère, born in Paris August 1645 to Louis and Elizabeth Hamonin, descended from Ligue exiles and had a tax-farmer godfather he later mocked. Schooled by Oratorians, he gained a law licence at Orléans in 1664, practiced briefly, then bought the trésorier des finances post in 1673 for 24,000 livres, selling it 1686 for 18,000. Bossuet made him tutor to Duke de Bourbon in 1684 and, after the boy’s 1685 marriage, gentleman-in-waiting to his father. Watching court life he shaped follies into “Characters,” added them to a Theophrastus translation and gave the manuscript to bookseller Michallet, whose 1688 edition sold and bred enemies.

The success sharpened grudges, yet he quietly enlarged the book. In 1691 he sought Benserade’s vacant Academy chair; Fontenelle, Thomas Corneille and other foes blocked him. Two years later he entered without canvassing, aided by Racine, Boileau and Pontchartrain. His speech, preceded by a lampoon on the “Theobalds,” praised the ancients, hailed Boileau, slighted Corneille and stirred new storms. Bossuet, Fénelon, Malesieu, Santeuil and others stayed loyal. Gentle, studious and often silent before scoffing courtiers, he went suddenly deaf and died of apoplexy at the Condé hotel in Versailles, 10 May 1696. A doubtful Quietism dialogue appeared in 1699, and only twenty-one letters survive.
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“Admonere voluimus, non mordere; prodesse, non lædere; consulere moribus hominum, non officere.” Having borrowed my matter from the public, I restore it, displaying a life-portrait for leisurely scrutiny and self-correction. A man should write only for this end, undismayed by failure; while vice prevails, reproof must never tire. Orators may relish applause, yet they should blush unless their words reshape morals, for instruction is the only warrant of speech. If pleasure follows, so much the better, for sugar makes the remedy go down. Thoughts that lag, unless friendly, clear, and useful to ordinary minds, deserve the reader’s rejection and the author’s erasure.

Remember always my title, “The Characters or Manners of the Age.” Though many portraits rise from the French court, they represent mankind and preserve the chain of reflections. With that warning I bar resentment and twisted readings; read, repeat what you read, then be still. Since 1690 I wavered between enlarging the book and letting it rest. Some hailed a vein of follies, others feared craving for novelty. I steered between: marked additions with ¶ or ((¶)), pledged no more, yet later folded them in to leave a fuller book. I claim no oracle; some lines are curt, others long; critics may improve them.
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For seven millennia men lament nothing new can be said; the noblest thoughts swept away, so we merely glean after ancients and the ablest moderns. One should strive to speak correctly, not convert others. Bookmaking, like clockmaking, needs more than wit: a subtle magistrate lost dignity by printing a ridiculous moral treatise. Reputation burnishes mediocrity; clandestine satires seem brilliant until the press exposes them. Strip prefaces and permissions from moral volumes and little remains. Mediocrity torments in poetry, music, painting, oratory; bombastic tragedies win applause where they are least understood. Genius, not committees, forges the Iliad and Æneid; true taste feels perfection.
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