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Passions for Learning and of the Unreasonably Learned in the 18th-Century

1. ‘l’un compile les choses les plus communes, l’autre redit ce qu’on a dit cent fois, un troisieme s’occupe des recherches les plus inutiles, celui-ci se tuë en se livrant aux compositions les plus frivoles, celui-là en composant les ouvrages les plus fastidieux, sans qu’aucun d’eux songe au mal qu’il fait, & au peu de fruit qui le public en retirera; le plus grand nombre n’a même jamais le public en vuë & ne dévore l’étude que comme le gourmand dévore les viands pour assouvrir sa passion …’ (Tissot, De la santé des gens de lettres, enlarged French edition of 1769, p. 139)

2. ‘There is no-one [in Tissot’s book] who would not frighten you away from all study; no-one there you would wish to follow. Believe me, none but a propitious God gives anyone a studious mind, eager for knowledge. He wants, he wants to reveal the secrets of his works, and from ancient times he bids you to be wise. Let him [Tissot] laugh at the learned from the Greek and Roman worlds: our exile has returned from that world a cultured man! And there is no field of study that is hateful, none that depresses your spirits and makes a sad sort of life. You can be happy in the company of severe Minerva with a wrinkled brow; you can be happy on Helicon with the happy goddesses [of poetry].’ (G. N. Heerkens, De valetudine literatorum, Groningen, 1790, p. 61)

3. ‘Why is it that, wherever you look, the mob which feeds itself in the fields, or in the city, by the healthy labour of its hands, does not yield a rich crop of old people? Culture is absent! Is it that drink, food, rain, heat and cold, and now work are harmful, now long periods of leisure?(*) And from those who catch the disease proceeding from these things, an ignorance on a par with disease – an ignorance which had been of their life -- what, apart from death, can remove it? So too, though Rome survived long, what wonder is it if, before captured Greece brought culture to that proud race, the earliest citizens rarely reached old age, and almost none to the age of Xenophon?’ (p. 63)

*In his corresponding note Heerkens sneers at the idea that we should perhaps all try to live like the Germans and Goths, alternating total war with total leisure: ‘Here, in Tacitus’ words[H. paraphrases a passage from the Germania suggesting that the idle Germans delegated all manual work to their woman and children when they were not in battle …], is that famous way of life, which is proof of a great longing for barbarism, whether in those, like Tissot, for whom the “most paradoxical” Rousseau is an object of admiration, or for whomsoever has no regard for the benefits that culture confers.’ 

4. ‘You who help to ward off disease [sc. physicians] should not, to be sure, mock and entertain yourself at the expense of the chorus of scholars. You act disgracefully if you relay any precepts and prescriptions for them in a sarcastic manner. Let that – since he blathered laughably in Latin, and that’s why he can’t bear scrutiny by critics and philologists – let that be considered a badge of honour by Tissot alone, who has been laughed at more than once for his remedies. He paints the whole of Pindus for you, and the court of Pallas, as brimming with the sick and the mad.’ (p. 60)

5. ‘[Rousseau] was putting it about that writers not even known to him by name, and indicated to him by me [e.g. Arnauld de Villeneuve], had been rescued from the darkness, read by him, and were most worthy of everyone’s attention – but as soon as he abused the information I had provided, for the purposes of corroborating his own ill-omened opinions, I fled from his side’ (p. 166).

6. ‘Rousseau had come to Paris not long, or at least not very long, before I did; and he had come, like so many of his countrymen, in the hope of making his fortune – but this was a hope given him by a little knowledge of music, of skilfully painting the notes of songs. He had withal no knowledge of the ancient languages, just a smattering of the scientific terms of French learning common enough among peoples speaking French. That he should gain recognition as a philosopher in such a short time he owed to the Procope café, an establishment, that is, near the Théâtre français, where the more idle érudits used to gather, and among them, too, the most famous philosophes. That he who was for a long time their daily auditor should later dare set himself up as their detractor and adversary, he owed to his tongue, which was glib enough, and to the fact that he had equal tickets on his judgment’ (pp. 165-6n.). 

7. ‘… Scudery lived ninety-four years, and died on the 11th June in the first year of this century – a date I will always remember because, when I approached Fontenelle on that day, at around noon, he told me to follow him to church to pray for Scudery on the anniversary of her death. And while I walked in the street alongside the window of his litter, I was instructed to incline my ear to his face, and he entreated me, if I should survive forty-eight years after his death, to celebrate the anniversary of his last day as he did that of Scudery. And since I had already written these verses and arranged for them to be read out to him a few days later, he exclaimed, clasping my hand, that this token of my affection pleased him not least because I had considered him worthy to be associated with Fleury and Scudery, through no merit of his own. … ’ (p. 133, n. 7)

8. ‘I remember that it was objected that Spinoza considered his disciples’ bad morals as nothing more than a storm which had blown up in the universe, of which he had taught that both he and they were mere particles, and therefore that [statement of mine] that he was squeamish about the morals of this or that disciple was unbelievable. But I pointed to Pierre Bayle’s assertion that Spinoza had forbidden his disciples to use his name, and that it therefore appeared that he considered the storm arising from himself to be of a different nature from that proceeding from the laws of the universe; and that he was not able to claim any right for himself to whip up cosmic storms, nor, on that account, perhaps even to wish them. But some wit quipped: “Good weather usually follows a storm!” Not for those, I replied, whom the storm has overwhelmed. And good weather follows the storms made by God, not those arising from men, and from perverse philosophers’. (pp. 157-8, n. 28)

9. For what Moor or Indian, or whosoever dwells in the wild world of America, ever lived alone with his wandering wife? The lands of Mexico and Peru, and the Moor, yielded happy companions before the arrival of the Spanish ships. But my race [sc. gens de lettres] has given me to know companions far more blessed, and from every quarter, than those I see and venerate [sc. in person]. There is no room for enmity where great culture, in every word, teaches friendship and pious hearts. Let him come here, he who labours with a mind injured by studies – from these men he will learn that no-one is harmed by his study!’ (pp. 214-15) 
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