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LA BRUYI~RE 

R O C H E F O U C A U L D  and Pascal were contempo- 
raries. They both belonged to the first half of the 
seventeenth century. A generation separates them 

from L a  Bruykre, who belonged to the second half. 
T h e  author of the Maxims seems to us to be a philosoph- 

ical moralist, the author of the Thought s  a religious moral- 
ist. L a  Bruykre is neither entirely a philosophical moralist, 
nor altogether a religious moralist. H e  is rather a social 
moralist; therein lies his originality. 

T h e  life of La BruyZre is unassuming, self-effacing, and in 
some parts rather obscure. He was born in Paris, in Au- 
gust, 1645. H e  came of a bourgeois family. His father 
was controller of taxes. H e  studied law and was admitted 
to the Paris bar, but when he was twenty-eight years old, 
he gave up the profession. 

In  1673, he bought the office of treasurer in the district 
of Caen. H e  doesn’t seem ever to have lived there. H e  
lived in Paris as an independent and well-to-do gentleman. 
Through the good offices of Bossuet, he was chosen to teach 
history to the Duke of Bourbon, grandson of the great 
Condi. 

L a  Bruykre then became a part  of the Condi household. 
In  the language of the time, he was a “domestic” of this 
house. Now a t  Chantilly, now a t  Versailles, according to 
the duke’s changes of place, L a  Bruyere had the opportunity 
of seeing a great deal of the world of high society. H e  had 
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tact enough never to  step out of his r6le and always to  keep 
his place. The  position which he held was invaluable to him, 
as it opened to  him a field of observation of which he made 
ample use. 

In 1688, he published T h e  Characters of Theophrasttrs, 
translated from the Greek. This was, I believe, the first 
time that a translation of this work into French had been 
published, but i t  was above all for L a  Bruytre a pretext 
for appending to it an original work, entitled: T h e  Char- 
acters or the Manners  of this Century. The  book, when 
it appeared in 1688, was not by any means as large as it 
became later. I t  was scarcely a third of the present work. 

I t  had an immediate success, so great that in the same 
year, L a  BruyZre had to prepare three editions of it, which 
were followed by six others within seven years, from 1689 
to 1696. With each edition, L a  Bruyire altered his book, 
correcting and enriching it. 

In 1693, he was received by the French Academy. Tha t  
did not come about without difficulty, because he had against 
him the Moderns, who could not pardon him for being an 
ardent partisan of the Ancients. H e  had also against him all 
those who believed they recognized themselves in his pic- 
tures. 

His  life, which could have been prolonged, came to an 
abrupt end, May  11, 1696. L a  BruyZre died a t  Versailles 
of a stroke of apoplexy. H e  was fifty-one years old. 

His  was a simple life on the whole, devoid of such strik- 
ing events as we find in the careers of La  Rochefoucauld 
and Pascal. 

If his life remains in par t  mysterious, nevertheless the 
personality of L a  BruyZre appears clear enough to us for 
we can make out a number of features which reveal it dis- 
tinctly. 
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First of all, La  Bruykre is distinguished by his quick- 

wittedness. H e  belongs to  the latter half of the seventeenth 
century. H i s  predecessors, however cultivated they may 
have been, were not always of a very wide or very flexible 
understanding. On the contrary, La  Bruyire’s culture, like 
Finelon’s, is almost universal; he knew several languages; 
it is even said that he knew German. A t  all events, he loved 
the ar ts ;  he was curious about everything; he was interested 
in everything. 

Another feature of his character is his earnestness. His  
religious convictions are profound. Like Bossuet, he recon- 
ciles without difficulty, reason and faith. Philosophically, 
he is attached, like Bossuet, to  the doctrine of Descartes. 
Religiously, he is a perfect Christian. “I try in my book of 
hforals,” he said, “to censor, if it  can be done, all the vices 
of the heart and mind, to  make man reasonable and to  
bring him closer to  Christianity.” 

Add to  this his entire independence. H e  gives us the 
rare and beautiful example of a man who has always been 
conscious of his dignity and has upheld it. It  was not easy 
to live a t  the home of the Condds; the “domestics,” to  use 
again the word of the seventeenth century, had now and 
then to  submit to jokes in poor taste-witness that unfortu- 
nate Santeul, who died because the Duchess had taken 
the liberty of pouring the contents of her snuff box into 
his glass of champagne. L a  Bruykre would never permit 
anyone to  encroach upon his liberty. H e  kept his distance. 
H e  had in his character a certain fearlessness which made 
him judge the things and men of his time in all inde- 
pendence. And withal he was conscious of the dignity 
of his a r t ;  he was already convinced that a man of let- 
ters owes it to  his profession and to  himself to  respect 
his art.  
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And to this independence was added his disinterestedness, 

H e  always acquitted himself conscientiously of his duties 
towards his mother and brothers. H e  did not take advan- 
tage of his position to enrich himself or  to make himself 
powerful. H e  could have made a fortune with his book; 
he never got a penny from it. The  various editions of the 
Characters enriched the dowery of his publisher’s daughter, 
the little Michallet girl. 

T h e  last trait which stands out in his personality is kind- 
ness. No t  indeed that we have any precise knowledge of 
good deeds performed by him, but there is unmistakable evi- 
dence of his goodness; and when a writer trusts certain 
confidences to us, when he expresses certain thoughts tense 
with personal emotion, then we feel sure that he who has 
said these things was, deep in his heart, truly good. 

Here are two of his reflections: 
“There is a kind of shame in being happy in the presence 

of certain sorrows.” 
“There are sufferings in this world which grip the heart. 

Some people even lack food; they dread winter; they are 
apprehensive of living. Others feast on early fruit; the 
earth and the seasons are constrained to furnish their deli- 
cacies ; some well-to-do citizens, just because they were rich, 
have had the audacity to swallow in a single bite, the nour- 
ishment of a hundred families. Let  him who can, control 
himself in the presence of such extreme contrasts; I wish 
to  be if I can, neither unfortunate nor fortunate. I take 
refuge in mediocrity.” 

You see how these noble and generous thoughts reveal 
a sensitive and compassionate heart. 

Let  us come to  his work. I have told you how L a  Bruy2re 
composed his book. It is the result of his observations, 
during several years, on the world in which he lived. In 
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order to give this book to the public, he introduced it very 
modestly a t  the end of a translation of Theophrastus. H e  
relied on the translation to make his work pass muster; in 
reality it is the work which made the translation acceptable. 

L a  Bruykre found himself hampered by his predecessors : 
“Everything has been said, and we come too late, since for 
more than three thousand years there have been men, and 
they have thought.” In the sphere of moralists, all had 
been said or  seemed to have been. There had been L a  
Rochefoucauld and Pascal. L a  Bruyire knew well that he 
could not repeat the work of either Pascal or L a  Rochefou- 
cauld, and that he would have to make his mark in a different 
way. On  this matter, he has taken us into his confidence in his 
short Dissertation on Theophrastus. After having defined 
the style of each of the two moralists who had preceded him 
in the study of man, he adds : “The author has taken neither 
of these courses in the Characters. Less sublime than the 
first (Pascal) and less subtle than the second (La  Roche- 
foucauld), his only aim is to make man reasonable, merely 
by simple and ordinary means, examining him dispassion- 
ately, without much method, and according as he is led by the 
various chapters dealing with the ages, the sexes, the condi- 
tions-their diverse vices, weaknesses and follies.” 

Thus, La Bruyire proposes to issue a work which might 
be useful to man, which might make him reasonable “merely 
by simple and common means and without much method.” 

A little later, in the preface to his address before the 
Academy, in 1694, L a  Bruy2re returned to this declaration. 
A t  this time he was strongly censured by his enemies, who 
reproached him both for  having spoken ill of men and for 
the lack of order in his ideas. It was then that he had the 
ingenious idea of discovering in himself, after the event, 
a profound purpose; he gave himself out as a Christian 
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moralist whose work led skilfully through a series of Chap- 
ters to religious edification. 

It is probable that if L a  BruyZre had not written this pref- 
ace, no one would ever have taken exception to the com- 
position of the Characters. But i t  is in reality La Bruy6re 
who first raised the question and who invited us to discuss 
it. Among the critics who have examined the problem, the 
most penetrating, to my mind, is M. Morillot, in his little 
volume on L a  Bruy2re. 

T h e  Characters is in reality, for  M. Morillot, composed 
of two parts: the first, which covers the first ten chapters, 
and the second, which covers only the last six; the first 
studies man as a social being: Man  as a social being is man 
as he appears in seventeenth century society. L a  Bruybe 
examines first in the life of his time, the guiding principles 
of social life: wit, ambition, love, and money (Chapters 
1-6). Thus we have the society of the seventeenth century 
seen from within. To this picture, L a  Bruybe, in four chap- 
ters, adds that of society as seen from without. H e  examines 
the classes and the conditions of social life, starting with 
the City, that  is, Paris, going on to the Court, a more limit- 
ed world, finally to  reach the grandees of the court, and 
finally above them, the Sovereign. This ingenious struc- 
ture culminates, a t  the end of the first part, in a de- 
fense of the monarchical idea, which dominated the whole 
century. 

After having studied man as a social being, L a  BruyZre in 
the eleventh chapter studies man as a moral being, that  is to 
say, the external elements of human nature. And then he 
shows us man, inconsistent and weak in his judgment, a blind 
follower of fashion; subservient t o  customs which are with- 
out exception evil. And that is the substance of the three 
chapters which follow chapter eleven. 
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T h e  picture of the helpless weaknesses of human nature 

ends in some considerations on religion. L a  Bruyire shows 
us God ill served by his own ministers, in the Chapter on the 
Pulpit. H e  shows us finally God scarcely known of men in 
the Chapter on Free Thinkers. And just as the first part  
of the book closes with the monarchical idea, dear to  the 
seventeenth century, the second closes with the religious 
idea, which is of all time. 

This plan, you see, is extremely ingenious, and for my 
part, I willingly accept it, with this one reservation, that if 
one can accept this reconstruction of the interior plan of the 
Characters it  is necessary to  recognize for all that, that  
after the chapter on Man,  there are three which are a bit 
confused, and which could have been put entirely into the 
preceding one. 

T h e  flaws of structure within the chapters are explained 
also by the fact that  this book was not written a t  one sitting. 
I t  must not be forgotten that, in the series of editions pub- 
lished by L a  Bruyire, each one supplements those preceding 
it. Thus, the original plan of La  BruyZre may have been 
modified, if not altered. New texts, new reflections, unpub- 
lished portraits came to  interpose themselves and contrib- 
uted not a little to  modify its course. 

Into the field of the moralists, we have said, various ele- 
ments enter: personal analysis, which can go, in certain cases, 
as fa r  as confidences; observations on the customs of the 
time; finally, very general views on man taken in himself, 
such as he is or ought to  be. 

These elements are not of equal importance in the work 
of L a  Bruy6re. Fo r  example, in the Characters personal 
analysis is rare, confidences still rarer. Whereas, Montaigne 
never tires of depicting himself and while we can, thanks to  
his confidences, reconstruct his entire moral personality, the 
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thing is impossible in the case of La Bruy6re. H e  doesn’t 
indulge in confessions, or, if he does, these confessions are 
so restrained, so mysterious, that we cannot go to the bottom 
of his thought. H e  says nothing about the facts of his life. 
W e  can make out some of his inner feelings, but he doesn’t 
reveal them himself. 

If La Bruyire’s personal confidences amount to very little 
in the Characters, we also regret that his general psychology 
should not be more profound. La Bruyire has often been 
reproached with not being as penetrating a philosopher as 
L a  Rochefoucauld or  Pascal. It is perhaps because he had 
no system such as they had. Pascal and L a  Rochefoucauld 
seem to us to be more original thinkers; but they attain 
originality, La Rochefoucauld especially, only by sacrificing 
part  of the multiple and complex aspects of reality, in 
eliminating all that which does not square with their con- 
ceptions. L a  Bruyire, on the contrary, approaches the study 
of the human soul without preconceived ideas; he is not a t  
all ruled by a sense of system; he contents himself with 
observing and analyzing; he thus embraces a greater part  
of reality, he grasps it more in its entirety, and gives us- 
notably in the Chapter on Man-views which are a t  the 
same time penetrating, original, and true to life. 

But, finally, the excellence of La Bruykre, his superiority 
over his predecessors, his true originality as compared with 
La Rochefoucauld and Pascal, lies in the picture he has 
made of the manners of the age, a picture that is frequently 
accompanied by satire, well deserved satire. 

L a  Bruykre has clearly indicated in his title, the Char- 
acters, or the Morals  of This  Century, his personal point 
of view, and the beginning of the preface makes good the 
promise of the title: “I am returning to the public what 
I borrowed from them; the material for this work. This 
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picture can be contemplated a t  leisure; it was made from 
life.” Herein, therefore, lies the novelty of the Characters. 
I t  is a faithful, exact, living, almost complete picture of 
French society in the last quarter of the seventeenth cen- 
tury; and the two merits of this picture seem to be its scope 
and its boldness. 

L a  Bruyire was a good observer. H e  has depicted al- 
most every class and every condition. If we wish to  know 
about the court of Louis XIV, nothing gives as valuable 
information as the Chapters on the Court, the Great, and 
the Sovereign. H e  knew the city equally well, and those 
salons in which women, along with authors, occupied so 
prominent a place. Especially has he depicted with bold 
strokes, in his Chapter on Earthly Riches, a new-born 
world, the world of financiers, or,  as they said a t  that  time, 
the “partisans.” Money was becoming supremely important 
in society. L a  Bruykre looked on indignantly, and his Chap- 
ter on Earthly Riches is one of the most original and severe 
of his moral portraits. 

By way of illustration, I might cite several portraits 
that  would show the a r t  with which he paints his characters. 
I shall quote only the short and fine picture of the harsh con- 
ditions of the peasants a t  the end of the seventeenth century. 

“One sees certain wild animals, male and female, scattered 
over the country, black, livid and sun-burnt, clinging to 
the land which they dig and turn over with dogged ten- 
acity. They have something like an articulate voice, and, 
when they stand up, they show a human face; and, in- 
deed, they are men. They withdraw a t  night into dens, 
where they live on black bread, water and roots; they spare 
other men the trouble of sowing, tilling, and harvesting 
in order to live, and thus to  share in the bread they have 
sown.” 
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I know of few pages in the literature of the seventeenth 

century fraught with a more profound sentiment of 
humanity. 

T h e  portrayal of customs in L a  BruyGre is accompanied 
often by a more or  less bitter satire, which may be illus- 
trated by further examples, for  L a  Bruyhe is sometimes 
very harsh and very bitter t o  the world of the new rich. 
This is how he depicts these moneyed men : 

“There are unclean souls, kneaded of mud and filth, 
enrapt with gain and interest, as are noble souls with glory 
and virtue; capable of only one wish, that  of acquiring or  
of not losing. Such people are neither relatives, nor friends, 
nor citizens, nor Christians, nor perhaps even men. They 
have money.” 

You can see how eloquent the tone is here; but how much 
bitterness there is in that eloquence. W e  find something of 
the same kind again, when La BruyGre speaks of the great 
and of the harm they do, in the famous passage which 
begins : 

“If I compare the two most opposite conditions of man, 
I mean the great with the people . . .”, and ends: “Is it 
necessary to choose? I have no hesitation; I wish to be of 
the people.” 

These are new, one could almost say revolutionary ac- 
cents. There is in this manner of painting morals, and of 
judging them, a tone which reveals the honesty of a man 
whom social injustice exasperates, and who eloquently ex- 
presses his exasperation. 

A picture of contemporary morals, which often becomes 
a social satire, inspired by the noblest sentiments, such is 
the originality of L a  Bruy2re as compared with his pred- 
ecessors. But there is originality also in the way in which 
he presents his thoughts. 
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L a  Rochefoucauld and Pascal were both great writers; 

but no one will ever say that they were great stylists. T h e  
term might readily be applied t o  L a  Bruykre, who has car- 
ried his care for expression so far  that  he has sometimes 
been accused of sacrificing substance to  form. T h e  funda- 
mental quality of L a  Bruyire’s style is its remarkable 
variety. Excepting Moliire and L a  Fontaine, there is no 
author in the seventeenth century whose vocabulary is richer 
and wider. H e  himself indicates in his preface how he has 
attempted to  renew the style of his predecessors by varied 
processes, using sometimes a maxim, sometimes a metaphor 
or  other figure of speech, a t  other times a description or  a 
portrait. 

In him, as well as in Pascal, we find more or  less complete 
developments of theme which border on dissertations. 
There are in his writings, as in L a  Rochefoucauld’s, 
aphorisms or maxims : 

“Hoards of epithets, poor praise.” 
“The pleasure of criticizing keeps us from being deeply 

“A handsome face is the most beautiful of all spectacles, 

“Liberality consists less in giving much than in giving 

“Mockery is often poverty of wit.” 
“The greatest misfortune for a man is to find himself 

a t  fault and to have something for which to reproach him- 
self.” 

These maxims are almost as concise as those of L a  
Rochefoucauld, and could compete with them. In this direc- 
tion he made his first effort. If you glance over the Chapters 
on Women and on T h e  Heart ,  you will notice that they 
are almost exclusively composed of maxims. 

touched by very beautiful things.” 

and the sweetest harmony is the voice of a loved one.” 

opportunely.” 
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But L a  Bruyire’s true originality is in the portrait. In  

his first editions, La  Bruyire inserted only a few por- 
traits. When he realized that they were meeting with favor, 
he multiplied them. 

L a  BruyGre’s portraits give us the impression of living 
reality. Were they copied from originals? It has been said 
that they were, and “keys” were actually circulated in the 
seventeenth century. Human malignity liked to find, under 
the Greek or  Latin names given by L a  Bruyire to his char- 
acters, such and such a noted contemporary. Unfortunately 
these keys do not always agree, although they do  in some 
cases. 

According to  L a  Bruyire, “Wit in an author consists in 
defining well and painting well,” and he himself has tried 
to define well and to paint well. His  great concern is to be 
a painter in prose. H e  shows an artist’s preference for 
concrete, imaginative, picturesque words, and for short, 
expressive sentences in which everything stands out clearly. 
H e  is already a realist, who does not fear the technical 
word, on occasion, even a familiar and trivial expression. 
T h e  portrait of Gnathon, “who lived only for  himself,” 
a true type of egoist, and especially of Gnathon a t  the din- 
ner table, is a good example of this realistic art.  T h e  style 
is even improved by the extreme variety of expression. If 
La  BruyGre often draws his portraits by successive strokes, 
he presents them occasionally under the form of a parallel, 
an apostrophe, or  a dialogue. T h e  picture of Acis, the 
mystery-monger, is a dialogue in which the answers are 
implied. 

Finally, L a  Bruyire’s portraits always end with a vigorous 
stroke, a sentence, o r  merely a phrase, which closes in a 
piquant, unexpected fashion, the presentation of a character. 
This witty conclusion is one more novelty in the Characters. 
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In them we no longer find the a r t  of La  Rochefoucauld or  
of Pascal; but rather the a r t  of Voltaire and Montesquieu, 
the first manifestation of the a r t  of the eighteenth century. 

H. CHAMARD. 






