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18
Of giving the lie

*Yes, but someone will tell me that this plan of using oneself
2s a subject to write about would be excusable in rare and famous
men who by their reputation had aroused some desire to know
them. That is certain; I admit it; and I know full well that to
see a man of the common sort, an artisan will hardly raise his
eyes from his work, whereas to see a great and prominent personage
arrive in a city, men leave workshops and stores empty. It
ill befits anyone to make himself known save him who has qual-
ities to be imitated, and whose life and opinions may serve as
a model. In the greatness of their deeds Caesar and Xenophon
had something to found and establish their narrative upon, as
on a just and solid base. Desirable therefore would be the journals
of Alexander the Great, and the commentaries that Augustus,
°Cato, “Sulla, Brutus, and others left about their deeds. People
love and study the figures of such men, even in bronze and stone.

This remonstrance is very true, but it concerns me only very
little:

Only to friends do I recite, and on request,

Not to all men, or everywhere. Some will not rest,

And keep reciting in the Forum or the baths.
HORACE

T'am not building here a statue to erect at the town crossroads, or
in a church or a public square:

"I do not aim to swell my page full-blown
With windy trifles. ...
We two talk alone.

PERSIUS

“This is for a nook in a library, and to amuse a neighbor,
a relative, a friend, who may take pleasure in associating and con-
versing with me again in this image. Others have taken courage
to speak of themselves because they found the subject worthy
and rich; I, on the contrary, because I have found mine so barren
and so meager that no suspicion of ostentation can fall upon
my plan.

“I willingly judge the actions of others; I give little chance to
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judge mine because of their nullity. *I do not find so much good in
myself that I cannot tell it without blushing.

*“What a satisfaction it would be to me to hear someone tell me,
in this way, of the habits, the face, the expression, the favorite
remarks, and the fortunes of my ancestors! How attentive I would
be! Truly it would spring from a bad nature to be scornful of even
the portraits of our friends and predecessors, “the form of their
clothes and their armor. I keep their handwriting, their seal, the
breviary and a peculiar sword that they used, and I have not ban-
ished from my study some long sticks that my father ordinarily
carried in his hand. 4 father’s coat and his ring are the more dear fo
his children the more they loved him [Saint Augustine].

*However, if my descendants have other tastes, I shall have
ample means for revenge: for they could not possibly have less
concern about me than I shall have about them by that time.

All the contact I have with the public in this book is that I borrow
their tools of printing, as being swifter and easier. In recompense,

“perhaps I shall keep some pat of butter from melting in the
market place.

“Lest tunny-fish and olives lack a robe.
MARTIAL

"To mackerel I'll often give a shirt.
CATULLUS

“And if no one reads me, have I wasted my time, entertaining
myself for so many idle hours with such useful and agreeable
thoughts? In modeling this figure upon myself, I have had to
fashion and compose myself so often to bring myself out, that the
model itself has to some extent grown firm and taken shape. Paint-
ing myself for others, I have painted my inward self with colors
clearer than my original ones. I have no more made my book than
my book has made me — a book consubstantial with its author,
concerned with my own self, an integral part of my life; not con-
cerned with some third-hand, extraneous purpose, like all other
books. Have I wasted my time by taking stock of myself so con-
tinually, so carefully? For those who go over themselves only in their
minds and occasionally in speech do not penetrate to essentials in
their examination as does a man who makes that his study, his work,

and his trade, who binds himself to keep an enduring account, with
all his faith, with all his strength.
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Indeed, the most delightful pleasures are digested inwardly,
avoid leaving any traces, and avoid the sight not only of the public
but of any other person.

How many times has this task dlverted me from annoying cog1—
tations! And all frivolous ones should be counted as annoying.
Nature has made us a present of a broad capacity for entertaining
ourselves apart, and often calls us to do so, to teach us that we
owe ourselves in part to society, but in the best part to ourselves. In
order to train my fancy even to dream with some order and purpose,
and in order to keep it from losing its way and roving with the wind,
there is nothing like embodying and registering all the little thoughts
that come to it. I listen to my reveries because I have to record them.
How many times, irritated by some action that civility and reason
kept me from reproving openly, have I disgorged it here, not without
ideas of instructing the public! And indeed, these poetic lashes —

Bang in the eye, bang on the snout,
Bang on the back of the apish lout!
MAROT

— imprint themselves even better on paper than on living flesh.
What if I lend a slightly more attentive ear to books, since I have
been lying in wait to pilfer something from them to adorn or
support my own?

I have not studied one bit to make a book; but I have studied a bit
because I had made it, if it is studying a bit to skim over and pinch,
by his head or his feet, now one author, now another; not at all to
form my opinions, but certainly to assist, second, and serve those
which I formed long ago.

“But whom shall we believe when he talks about himself, in so
corrupt an age, seeing that there are few or none whom we can
believe when they speak of others, where there is less incentive for
lying? The first stage in the corruption of morals is the banishment
of truth; for, as Pindar said, to be truthful is the beginning of a great
virtue,“and is the first article that Plato requires in the governor of
his Republic. *Our truth of nowadays is not what is, but what others
can be convinced of; just as we call “money” not only that which is
legal, but also any counterfeit that will pass. Our nation has long
been reproached for this vice; for Salvianus of Massilia, who lived in
the time of the Emperor Valentinian, says that to the French lying
and perjury are not a vice but a manner of speaking. If a man wanted
to go this testimony one better, he could say that it is now a virtue to
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them. Men form and fashion themselves for it as for an honorable
practice; for dissimulation is among the most notable qualities of
this century.

Thus I have often considered what could be the source of that
custom, which we observe so religiously, of feeling more bitterly
offended when reproached with this vice, which is so common
among us, than with any other; and that it should be the worst
insult that can be given us in words, to reproach us with lying. On
that, I find that it is natural to defend ourselves most for the defects
with which we are most besmirched. It seems that in resenting the
accusation and growing excited about it, we unburden ourselves to
some extent of the guilt; if we have it in fact, at least we condemn it
in appearance.

"Would it not also be that this reproach seems to involve cow-
ardice and lack of courage? Is there any more obvious cowardice than
to deny our own word? Worse vet, to deny what we know?

ALying is an ugly vice, which an ancient paints in most shameful
colors when he says that it is giving evidence of contempt for God,
and at the same time of fear of men. It is not possible to represent
more vividly the horror, the vileness, and the profligacy of it. For
what can you imagine uglier than being a coward toward men and
bold toward God? Since mutual understanding is brought about
solely by way of words, he who breaks his word betrays human
society. It is the only instrument by means of which our wills and
thoughts communicate, it is the interpreter of our soul. If it fails us,
we have no more hold on each other, no more knowledge of each
other. If it deceives us, it breaks up all our relations and dissolves all
the bonds of our society.

®Certain nations of the new Indies (there is no use mentioning
their names, which are no more; for the desolation of their conquest
—amonstrous and unheard-of case — has extended even to the entire
abolition of the names and former knowledge of the places) offered
to their gods human blood, but only such as was drawn from their
tongue and ears, in expiation of the sin of falsehood, heard as well
as uttered.

#That worthy fellow from Greece used to say that children play
with knucklebones, men with words.

As for the varied etiquette of giving the lie, and our laws of honor
in that matter, and the changes they have undergone, I shall put off
till another time telling what I know about that, and shall mean-
while learn, if I can, at what time the custom began of weighing and
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measuring words so exactly, and attaching our honor to them. For
it is easy to see that it did not exist in olden times among the
Romans and the Greeks. And it has often seemed to me novel and
strange to see them giving each other the lie and insulting each
other, without having a quarrel over it. The laws of their duty took
some other path than ours. Caesar is called now a robber, now
a drunkard, to his face. We see how free are the invectives they use
against each other, I mean the greatest warlords of both nations,
where words are avenged merely by words, and do not lead to
other consequences.

19
Of freedom of conscience

*Tt is ordinary to see good intentions, if they are carried out without
moderation, push men to very vicious acts. In this controversy on
whose account France is at present agitated by civil wars, the best
and soundest side is undoubtedly that which maintains both the old
religion and the old government of the country. However, among
the good men who follow that side (for I speak not of those who use
it as a pretext either to wreak their private vengeances, or to supply
their avarice, or to pursue the favor of princes; but of those who
follow it out of true zeal toward their religion and a holy concern for
maintaining the peace and the status of their fatherland) — of these,
I say, we see many whom passion drives outside the bounds of
reason, and makes them sometimes adopt unjust, violent, and
even reckless courses.

It is certain that in those early times when our religion began to
gain authority with the laws, zeal armed many believers against
every sort of pagan books, thus causing men of letters to suffer an
extraordinary loss. I consider that this excess did more harm to
letters than all the bonfires of the barbarians. Of this Cornelius
Tacitus is a good witness: for although the Emperor Tacitus, his
kinsman, had by express ordinances populated all the libraries in
the world with his works, nevertheless not one single complete
copy was able to escape the careful search of those who wanted to
abolish them because of five or six insignificant sentences contrary
to our belief.

They also had this habit, of readily lending false praises to all
the emperors who helped us and of universally condemning all the





