








John Morley


Vauvenargues



[image: ]


    Published by Good Press, 2023




goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 8596547523369
  


CRITICAL MISCELLANIES


Table of Contents



BY

JOHN MORLEY


Table of Contents



VOL. II.

Essay 1: Vauvenargues


Table of Contents



London

MACMILLAN AND CO., Limited

NEW YORK: THE MACMILLAN COMPANY

1905



CONTENTS OF VOL. II.


Table of Contents






	CHAPTER
	PAGE



	The influence of Pascal
	1



	Vauvenargues holds the balance between him and the votaries of Perfectibility
	4



	Birth, education, and hard life of Vauvenargues
	4



	Life in Paris, and friendship with Voltaire
	10



	His religious sentiment
	12



	His delicacy, reserve, and psychagogic quality
	15



	Certain inability to appreciate marked originality
	17



	Criticisms on Molière, Racine, and Corneille
	19



	Comparison with English aphoristic writers and moralists
	20



	Character the key to his theory of greatness
	25



	His exaltation of spontaneous feeling, a protest against Rochefoucauld and Pascal
	26



	His plea for a normal sense of human relation, the same
	28



	His doctrine of the Will connected with his doctrine of Character
	29



	Antipathy to ascetic restrictions
	33



	Two ways of examining character: that followed by Vauvenargues
	34



	Examples of his style
	36



	The beauty of his nature to be read in his face
	40







VAUVENARGUES.


Table of Contents



One of the most important phases of French thought in the great century of its illumination is only thoroughly intelligible, on condition that in studying it we keep constantly in mind the eloquence, force, and genius of Pascal. He was the greatest and most influential representative of that way of viewing human nature and its circumstances, which it was one of the characteristic glories of the eighteenth century to have rebelled against and rejected. More than a hundred years after the publication of the Pensées, Condorcet thought it worth while to prepare a new edition of them, with annotations, protesting, not without a certain unwonted deference of tone, against Pascal's doctrine of the base and desperate estate of man. Voltaire also had them reprinted with notes of his own, written in the same spirit of vivacious deprecation, which we may be sure would have been even more vivacious, if Voltaire had not remembered that he was speaking of the mightiest of all the enemies of the Jesuits. Apart from formal and specific dissents like these, all the writers who had drunk most deeply of the spirit of the eighteenth century, lived in a constant ferment of revolt against the clear-witted and vigorous thinker of the century before, who had clothed mere theological mysteries with the force and importance of strongly entrenched propositions in a consistent philosophy.

The resplendent fervour of Bossuet's declamations upon the nothingness of kings, the pitifulness of mortal aims, the crushing ever-ready grip of the hand of God upon the purpose and faculty of man, rather filled the mind with exaltation than really depressed or humiliated it. From Bossuet to Pascal is to pass from the solemn splendour of the church to the chill of the crypt. Besides, Bossuet's attitude was professional, in the first place, and it was purely theological, in the second; so the main stream of thought flowed away and aside from him. To Pascal it was felt necessary that there should be reply and vindication, whether in the shape of deliberate and published formulas, or in the reasoned convictions of the individual intelligence working privately. A syllabus of the radical articles of the French creed of the eighteenth century would consist largely of the contradictions of the main propositions of Pascal. The old theological idea of the fall was hard to endure, but the idea of the fall was clenched by such general laws of human nature as this,—that 'men are so necessarily mad, that it would be to be mad by a new form of madness not to be mad;'—that man is nothing but masquerading, lying, and hypocrisy, both in what concerns himself and in respect of others, wishing not to have the truth told to himself, and shrinking from telling it to anybody else;[1] that the will, the imagination, the disorders of the body, the thousand concealed infirmities of the intelligence, conspire to reduce our discovery of justice and truth to a process of haphazard, in which we more often miss the mark than hit.[2] Pleasure, ambition, industry, are only means of distracting men from the otherwise unavoidable contemplation of their own misery. How speak of the dignity of the race and its history, when we know that a grain of sand in Cromwell's bladder altered the destinies of a kingdom, and that if Cleopatra's nose had been shorter the whole surface of the earth would be different? Imagine, in a word, 'a number of men in chains, and all condemned to death; some of them each day butchered in the sight of the others, while those who remain watch their own condition in that of their fellows, and eyeing one another in anguish and hopelessness, wait their turn; such is the situation of man.'[3]
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