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Initiation into Literature 

CHAPTER I 

ANCIENT INDIA 

The Vedas. Buddhist Literature. Great Epic Poems, 
then very Diverse, much Shorter Poems. Dramatic 
Literature. Moral Literature 

The Veda •• -The ancient Indians, who 
spoke Sanscrit, possess a literature which goes 
back, perhaps, to the fifteenth century before 
Christ. At first, like all other races, they 
possessed a sacred literature intimately 
bound up with their religion. The earliest 
volumes of sacred literature are the Vedas. 
They describe and glorify the gods then 
worshipped, to wit, Agni, god of fire, of the 
domestic hearth, of 1;he celestial fire (the 
sun), of the atmospheric fire (lightning); 
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10 Initiation into Literature 

(PrOfJerbs of Solomon, Ecclesiastes, Wisdom, 
Ecclesiasticus), then books of an oratorical 
and lyrical character (Psalms of David and 
all the Prophets). Finally, a single work, 
still lyrical but in which there are marked 
traces of the dramatic type (the Song of 
Songs). 

The TaJmud.-To the works which have 
been gathered into the Bible, it is necessary 
to add the Talmud, a collection of com­
mentaries on the civil and religious laws of 
the Jews, which forms an indispensable 
supplement to the Bible, to anyone desiring 
to understand the Hebraic civilisation. 

The Gospels.-The Gospels, published in 
the Greek tongue, have nothing Hebraic 
except that they were compiled by Jews or 
by their immediate disciples and that they 
"have preserved something of the manner 
of writing of the Jews. 

Biblical Writings.-The Biblical writings, 
regarded solely from the literary point of 
view, form one of "the finest monuments of 
human thought. The sentiment of grandeur 







CHAPTER III 

THE GREEKS 

esiod. Elegiac 
s. Philosophc 
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cers. 
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Homer.-The most ancient Greek writer 
known is Homer, and it cannot be absolutely 
stated in what epoch he lived. 
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history imaginary discourses between great 
historical personages which allowed him to 
show the general state of Greece or of parti­
cular portions of Greece at certain important 
times. It is not known why these discourses 
were written in a style differing from that of 
the rest of the work, wise, even beautiful, but 
so extremely concise and elliptic as, in con­
sequence, to be extremely difficult to under­
stand . 
. Hippocrates.-Hippocrates created scien­

tific medicine, the medicine of observation, 
denying prodigies, seeking natural causes for 
diseases, and already setting up rational 
therapeutics. There are seventy-two works 
called U Hippocratical," which belong to his 
school; some may be by himself. 

Sophists and Orators.-The language· grew 
flexible in the hands of the learned, subtle, 
and ingenious sophists (Gorgias, Protagoras) 
who attacked Socrates by borrowing his 
weapons, as it were, and making them 
perfect. 
. A. new type of literature was created: the 





26 Initiation into Literature 

cultivated naturalist, acquainted also with 
everything known in his day, more prudent 
metaphysician than Plato but without his 
depth, a precise and sure logician and the 
founder of scientific logic, a clear and dexterous 
moralist, an ingenious and pure literary theo­
rist; Xenophon, who commanded the retreat 
of the ten thousand, moralist and intelligent 
pedagogue displaying much attractiveness in 
his CyroptEdia, the sensible, refined, and de­
lightful master of familiar and practical life in 
his Economics; Theophrastus, botanist, very 
witty satirical moralist, highly caustic and 
realistic-these three established Greek wis­
dom for centuries, and probably for ever, 
erecting a solid and elegant temple wherein 
humanity has almost continuously sought 
salutary truths, and where some at least of 
our descendants, and those not the least illus­
trious, will always perform their devotions. 

The chief works of Plato are the Socratic 
Dialogues, the Gorgias, the Timceus, the Phcedo 
(immortality of the soul), the Republic, and 
the Laws. The principal books of Aristotle 
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imprint. The idyll of Theocritus was always 
a picture of popular customs and even a little 
drama of popular morals; but at times it had 
its scene set in the country, at others in a 
town, or again by the sea, and consequently 
there are rustic idylls (properly bucolics) , 
maritime idylls, popular urban idylls. An as­
tonishing sense of reality united to a personal 
poetic gift and a highly alert sensitiveness 
made his little poems alike beautiful for 
their truth and also for a certain ideal of 
ardent and profound passion. It is curious 
without being astonishing that the idyll 
of Theocritus often suggests the poetry of 
the Bible. 

Pupils of Theocritus.-Moschus and Bion 
were the immediate pupils of Theocritus. 
He had more illustrious ones, commencing 
with Virgil in his Eclogues, continuing with 
the numerous idylls of the Renaissance in 
France and Italy, as well as with Segrais in 
the seventeenth century, and ending, if it be 
desired, with Andre Ch~nier, though others 
more modem can be traced. 
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to revert to the fourth century in order to 
enumerate Grecian Christian writers. As 
might be expected these were almost all 
controversial orators. Saint Athanasius of 
Alexandria was an admirable man of action, 
a fiery and impassioned orator, the highly 
polemical historian of the Church, after the 
manner of Bossuet in his History of Varia­
tions. Saint Basil, termed by his admirers 
"the Great," without there being much 
hyperbole in the qualification, was an incom­
parable orator. He, as it were, reigned over 
Eastern Christianity, thanks to his word, his 
skill, and his courage. Even to us his works 
possess charm. He intermingled the finest- . 
ideas of Plato and of Christianity in the 
happiest and most orthodox manner. The 
humanists held him in esteem for having 
rendered justice to antiquity in his Lecture 
on Profane Authors and having advised 
Christians to study it with prudence but 
with esteem. Saint Gregory of N azianzen, 
the intimate friend of Saint Basil, was also 
a great orator, exalted, ardent, and lyrical, 











The Latins 47 

comedies of the time of the new comedy and 
of adapting them more or less to Latin 
morals. He possessed a strong and brutal 
verve which did not lack power, and more 
than once Moliere did him the honour of 
taking inspiration from him. Terence, after 
him, the friend of Scipio the second Mricanus, 
and perhaps in collaboration with him, in a 
way widely different from that of Plautus so 
far as type of talent, tender, gentle, romantic, 
sentimental, smiling rather than witty, so 
far as can be judged directly inspired by 
Menander, wrote comedies which are highly 
agreeable to read, but it is doubtful if they 
could ever have been widely appreciated 
on the stage. However, the Roman writers 
held him in great esteem, and at one epoch 
of our own history, in the seventeenth cen­
tury, he enjoyed remarkable and unanimous 
appreciation. 

L' Atellane.-To comedy strictly defined, 
whether it dealt with Romans or Greeks, 
the Romans also added the atellane, which 
came to them from the Etruscans (Atella, a 
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city of Etruria) and which was a sort of farce 
with stereotyped characters (the fat glutton, 
the l~ glutton, the old miser always bamed, 
etc.). Pomponius and Nrevius endeavoured 
to raise this popular recreation to a literary 
standard and succeeded. It then became 
a thoroughly national characteristic. There 
was considerable analogy between it and 
the modem popular Italian comedy, showing 
its Cassandras, its Pantaloon, and its Har­
lequin, without it being possible to assert 
that the Italian comedy proceeded from the 
atellane. The atellane enjoyed much success 
in the second century before Christ. It was, 
however, ousted by the mime, which was the 
kind of comic literature thoroughly national 
at Rome. The mime was a farce of popular 
morals, particularly of the lower classes; it 
was a portrayal of the dregs of society in their 
comic aspects. It maintained its sway until 
the close of the Roman Empire without be­
coming more dignified; rather the reverse. 
The names of some authors of mimes have 
survived: Publius Syrus and Laberius, in the 
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logical epic· poem. The Divine Comedy 
is composed of three parts: hell, purgatory, 
and heaven. Hell is composed of nine circles 
which contract as they approach the centre 
of the earth. There Dante placed the 
famous culprits of history and his own parti­
cular enemies. The most popular episodes 
of hell are Ugolino in the tower of hunger 
devouring his dead children, Francesca of 
Rimini relating her guilty passions and 
their disastrous consequence, the meeting 
with Sordello, the great Lord of Mantua, 
ever invincibly proud, looking "like the lion 
when he reposes." Purgatory is a cone of 
nine circles which contract as they rise to 
heaven. Heaven, finally, is composed of 
nine globes superimposed on one another; 
over each of the first seven presides a planet, 
the eighth is the home of the fixed stars, and 
the last is pure infinity, home of the Trinity 
and of the elect. The power of general 
imagination and of varied invention always 
renewed in style, and the warmth of passion 
which throws life and heat into each part, 
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only th~ chief, these were Jodelle, Robert 
Garnier, and Montchrestien. 

Prose Writers: Amyot; Calvin.-In prose, 
in this second half of the sixteenth century, 
there were translators like Amyot, who set 
forth Plutarch in a limpid French full of ease 
and geniality, as well as somewhat careless. 
Religious writings such as those of Calvin, 
in a hard style and "dreary," as Bossuet 
expressed it, exhibited vigour, power, and 
sobriety. Among political writers was the 
eloquent La Boetie, the friend of Montaigne, 
who in his Discourse on Voluntary Servitude 
vindicated the rights of the people against 
One, that is the monarch. Among authors 
of Memoirs were Montluc and BrantOme, 
picturesque in divergent manners, but both 
inquisitive, well-informed, very alert and 
furnishing important contributions to history. 

Moralists: Du Vair.-Finally, there were 
moralists such as Du Vair, too long forgotten, 
and Montaigne. Du Vair was an eloquent 
orator who exhibited plenty of courage dur­
ing the troubles of the League; he left some 
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merits of his powerful and facile imagination 
and of his rich, copious, and elastic style, 
that attained the happy mean between con­
versation and instruction. But five writers 
of the highest rank came into the perennial 
forefront, attracting and retaining general 
attention: Pascal, Bossuet, Mme. de Sevign~, 
La Bruyere, and Fenelon. 

Pascal.-Pascal, a scholar and also by 
scientific education mathematician, geo­
metrician, physician, turned, not to letters 
which he scorned, but to the exposition of 
those religious ideas which at the age of 
thirty-three were precious to him. To de­
fend his friends the J ansenists against their 
foes the Jesuits, he wrote The Provincial 
Letters (1656), which have often been re­
garded as the foremost monument of classic 
French prose; such is not our view, but 
they certainly form a masterpiece of argu­
ment, of dialectics, of irony, of humour, of 
eloquence, and are throughout couched in a 
magnificent style. Dying whilst still young, 
he left notes on various subjects, more par-











CltAPTER XI 

mE SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CEN­

TURlES: ENGLAND 

Dramatists: Marlowe, Shakespeare. Prose Writers: 
Sidney, Francis Bacon, etc. Epic Poet: Milton. 
Comic Poets. 

Elizabethan Age: Spenser.-In England 
the Elizabethan Age is the period extend­
ing from the commencement of the reign 
of Elizabeth to the end of her successor, 
James I; that is, from 1558 to 1625. This 
was the golden age of English literature: the 
epoch in which, awakened or excited by the 
Renaissance, her genius gave forth all its 
development in fruits that were marvellous. 

First, there was Spenser, alike impreg­
nated with the Italian Renaissance and gifted 
with the slightly fantastic imagination of his 
own countrymen, who wrote eclogues, in his 
Shepheard's Calender, in imitation of Theo-
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all the prose is German, all reformist, all 
moralising, and has little or practically no 
echo of antiquity. Luther, by his trans­
lation of the Bible into the vulgar tongue, 
by his prefaces to each book of the Bible, 
in his polemical writings (The Papacy and its 
Members, The Papacy Elevated at Rome by 

the Devil, etc.), by his Sermons and Letters, 
gave to Teutonic thought a direction which 
long endured, and to Teutonic prose a 
solidity, purity, sobriety, and vigour which 
exercised an immense influence on human 
minds. 

The Reformers.-Following Luther, Zwin­
gli,Hutten, Eberling, Melanchthon (but in 
Latin), Erasmus (most frequently in. Latin 
but sometimes in French) spread the new 
doctrine or doctrines in relation thereto. 

Erasmus; Albert Diirer; Gottsched.-An 
exception must be made about Erasmus in 
what has just been observed. With a very 
unfettered mind, often as much in opposition 
to the side of Luther as to the side of Rome, 
and also prone to attack the pure humanists 
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showed himself to be a serious man, and 
because he had wit he showed bimself an 
amusing serious man, which is rare. His 
Dialogues of the Dead were very humorous 
and, at the same time, in many passages 
profound; he wrote his Discourses on the 
Plurality of (Habitable) Worlds; then, 
because he was perpetual secretary of the 
Academy of Sciences, came his charming and 
often astonishing Eulogies of Sages, which 
ought to be regarded as the best existent 
history of science in the seventeenth century 
and in the eighteenth up to 1740. 

Bayle.-Bayle, a Frenchman who lived in 
Holland on account of religion, a journalist 
and lexicographer, in his News of the Repub­
lic of Letters and in his immense Dictionary, 
gave proof of broad erudition about all 
earthly questions, especially philosophical 
and religious, guiding his readers to absolute 
scepticism. Fontenelle and Bayle are the 
two heralds who opened the procession of 
the eighteenth century. Successively must 
now be examined first the poets and then 
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of the comic writers of the eighteenth cen­
tury already alluded to, who took a portrait 
by La Bruyere and turned it into a comedy, 
and that is what was called a comedy of 

character. Thus he wrote The Braggart, 
The Irresolute, The Ungrateful, The Back­
biter, The Spendthrift, etc. Sometimes he 
took pains to be a trifle more original, as in 

The False Agnes, The .Married Philosopher; 
sometimes he borrowed a subject from a 
foreign literature and adapted it fairly dex­

terously for the Gallic stage, as in The 
Impertinent Inquisitive, taken from Don 
Quixote and The Night Drum, borrowed 
from an English author. His versification 

was dexterous and correct without possessing 

other merit. 
Regnard.-Regnard, on the contrary, was 

an original genius, though frequently imi­

tative of Moliere. He possessed the comic 

spirit, gaiety, animation, the sense of drollery, 
and a prodigious capacity for humorous verse 

of great flexibility and incredible ease, highly 

superior in point of form to that of Boileau 
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The Spirit of Laws, a great philosophical 
historian in The Grandeur and Decadence of 
the Romans. The influence of Montesquieu 
on Voltaire, no matter what the latter may 
have said; on Rousseau, however silent the 
latter may have been about it; on Mably, on 
Raynal, on the encyc1opredists, on a large 
portion of the men in the French Revolu­
tion, on the greatest minds of the nineteenth 
century, has been profound and difficult to 
measure. As writer he was concise, collected, 
and striking, seeking the motive and often 
finding it, seeking the formula and invari­
ably finding it-Tacitus mingled with Sallust. 

Le Sage; Saint-Simon.-In considering 
Le Sage and Saint-Simon, it is not, per­
haps, the one who is instinctively thought 
of as a novelist who really was the greater 
romancer. They each wrote at the same time 
as Montesquieu. Saint-Simon narrated the 
age of Louis XIV as an eyewitness, both with 
spirit and with a feeling for the picturesque 

. that were alike inimitable, expressed in a 
highly characteristic fashion, which was 
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Lights and Shades); next, in full possession of 
his genius, he dwelt on great philosophical 
meditations in his Contemplations, and in 
The Legend of the Centuries gave that epic 
fragment which is a picture of history. His 
was one of the most powerful imaginations 
that the world has ever seen, as well as a 
creator of style, who made a style for himself 

all in vision and colour, and also in melody 
and orchestration. Although in prose he 
lacked one part of his resources, he utilised 
the rest magnificently, and Notre Dame 
and The Miserable are works which excite 
admiration, at least in parts. Later, he will 
be dealt with as a dramatist. 

Alfred de Vigny.-Al£red de Vigny was the 
most philosophical of these three great poets, 
though inferior to the other two in creative 
imaginativeness. He meditated deeply on 
the existence of evil on earth, on the misfor­
tunes of man, and the sadness of life, and 
his most despairing songs, which were also 
his most beautifuI,-left a profound echo in the 
hearts of his contemporaries. Some of his 
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natural that it should be deeply affected by 
the spirit of the new school. George Sand 
wrote lyrical novels, if the phrase may be 
used-and, as I think, it is here the accurate 
expression - entitled I ndiaM, Valentine, 
M auprat, and especially Lelia. She was to 
impart wisdom later on. 

It even happened that a mind bom to see 
reality in an admirably accurate manner, 
saw it so only by reason of the times, or at 
least partly due to the times, associated it 
with a magnifying but deforming imagin­
ation converting it into a literary megalo­
mania; and this was the case of Honore de 
Balzac. 

Non-Romantic Literature.-Nevertheless, 
as was only natural, throughout the whole 
of the romantic epoch there was an entire 
literature which did not submit to its influ­
ence, and simply carried on the tradition of 
the eighteenth century. In poetry there was 
the witty,. malicious, and very often highly 
exalted Beranger, whose songs are almost 
always excellent songs and sometimes are 
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of possessing an almost paradoxical mixture 
of delicate sensibility and humour, as well 
as of accurate and also fantastic observation. 
Newman, at first an English clergyman but 
subsequently a cardinal, after conversion to 
the Catholic Church, appears to me hardly 
eligible in a history of literature in which 
Lamennais has no place. As a literary man, 
his famous scnnons at Oxford and the Tracts 
exercised much influence, and provoked such 
impassioned and prodigious revival of old 
doctrines and of an antiquated spirit in 
religion; then the Apologia Pro Vita Sua, 
Callista, and the IIistory of Arianism, reveaJed 
him as a master of eloquence. 

Ruskin, as art critic, in his bold volumes 
illumined with remarkable beauty of styles, 
Modern Painters, The Seven Lamps of Archi­
tecture, and The Stones of V mice, fonnulated 
the creed and the school of pre-Raphaelitism. 
At the time of the religious revival at Oxford, 
he preached a serviJe imitation of antiquity 
by the path of the Renaissance, appealing to 
national and mcdia:val inspiration, not with-





CHAPTER XVII 

THE EIGHTEENTH AND NIXETEENTH CE~­

TURIES: GERMANY 

Poets of the Eighteenth Century: Klopstock, Lessing, Wie­
land; Prose Writers of the Eighteenth Century: 
Herder, Kant. Poet:; of the Nineteenth Century: 
Goethe, Schiller, Korner 

The Age of Frederick the Great.-In the 

literature of Germany the eighteent.h cen­
tury, sometimes designated under the title 

of the age of Frederick the Great, forms a 

Renaissance or, if preferred, an awakening 
after a fairly prolonged slumber. This 
awakening was assisted by a quarrel, suffi­

ciently unimportant in itself, but which 
proved fertile, between Gottsched, the Ger­

man Boileau, and Bodmer, the energetic 
vindicator of the rights of the imagination. 

In the train of Bodmer came Haller, like 
him a Swiss; then suddenly Klopstock 
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him a man who never ceased to desi.!'e to 
combine classic beauty and Teutonic ways of 
thinking, and who was often magnificently 
successful. To put it in another way, Goethe 
in his own land is a Renaissance in himself, 
and the Renaissance which Germany had 
not known in either the sixteenth or seven­
teenth century came as the gift of Goethe. 
Immediately after his return from Italy he 
wrote Tasso (of classic inspiration), Wilhelm 
Meister (of Teutonic inspiration), Iphigenia 
(classical), Egmont (Teutonic), etc. Then 
came Hermann and Dorothea, which was 
absolutely classic in the simplicity of its plan 
and purity of lyric verse, but essentially 
modem in its picture of German customs; 
The Roman Elegies, The Elective Affinities, 
Poetry and Truth (autobiography mingled 
with romance), T!ae Western Eastern Divan, 
lyrical poems, and finally, the two parts of 
Faust. In the first part of Faust, Goethe 
was, and desired to be, entirely German; in 
the second, through many reveries more or 
less relative to the theme, he more parti-
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Sonata is a romance rather than a novel, 

but cruelly beautiful because it exposes with 
singular clairvoyance the misery of a soul 

impotent for happiness. Resurrection shows 
that mournful and impassioned pity felt 

by Tolstoy for the humble and the" fallen, " 

to use the phrase of Pushkin; it realises a 
lofty dramatic beauty. Tolstoy, in a thou­

sand pamphlets or brief works, preached to 
his own people and to mankind the strict 

morality of Christ, charity, renunciation, 

peace at all price, without taking into account 

the necessities of social life ; and he denounced, 

as had Jean Jacques Rousseau, the culpa­
bility of art and literature, being resigned 

to recognising his own works as condemnable. 
His was the soul of an exalted poet and a 

lofty poetical mind; from a poet must not be 
de~anded practical common sense or that 

feeling for reality which is demanded, often 
unavailingly, from a statesman. 

Dostoevsky.-Dostoevsky, with a tragic 

genius as great as that of Tolstoy, may be 
said to have been more restricted because he 
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written sometimes in Latin, sometimes in the 
native language. Under the influence of the 
universities, and also of the parliamentary 
rule, the language acquired alike more con­
sistency and more authority in the fifteenth 
century, whilst the sixteenth was the golden 
literary epoch of the Poles. There were 
poets, and even great poets, as well as orators 
and historians. Such was Kochanowski, very 
much a Western, who lived some time in 
Italy, also seven years in France, and was a 
friend of Ronsard. His writings were epica1, 
lYrical, tragical, satirical, and especiallye1egia­
cal. He is a classic in Poland. Grochowski 
left a volume of diversified poems, hymns on 
various texts of Thomas a Kempis, The 
Nights of Thorn, etc. Martin Bielski, who 
was an historian too, but in Latin, left two 
political satires on the condition of Poland, 
and his son Joachim wrote a history of his 
native land in Polish. 

Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries.­
Though somewhat less brilliant than the 
preceding, the period of the sixteenth and 
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