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I . The Art of Life

AT the end of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Grandfather’s Chair, after the
Chair has told many stories, it is asked by the Grandfather to confer a final fa-
vour. “‘During an existence of more than two centuries you have had a famil-
iar intercourse with men who were esteemed the wisest of their day. Doubt-
less with your capacious understanding you have treasured up many an invalu-
able lesson of wisdom. You certainly have had time enough to guess the riddle
of life. Tell us poor mortals, then, how we may be happy. ’ The Chair as-
sumed an aspect of deep meditation, and at last beckoned to Grandfather with
its elbow, and made a step sideways towards him as if it had a very important
secret to communicate. ‘As long as I have stood in the midst of human af-
fairs, ’ said the Chair, with a very oracular enunciation, ‘I have constantly ob-
served that Justice, Truth, and Love are the chief ingredients of every happy
life. ” “Justice, Truth, and Love !’ exclaimed Grandfather. ‘We need not exist
two centuries to find out that these qualities are essential to our happiness,
This is no secret. Every human being is born with the instinctive knowledge of
it. ¢ Ah! ’cried the Chair, drawing back in surprise, ‘from what I have ob-
served of the dealings of man with man, of nation with nation, I should never
have suspected that they knew this all-important secret. > The Chair announced
that its lips are closed for the next hundred years. ‘At the end of that period,
if T shall have discovered any new precepts of happiness better than what
heaven has already taught you, they shall assuredly be given to the world. ’”
Here we have the explanation of the fact that precepts on the conduct of life
often read like trite, threadbare, incontestable platitudes, and that many are
inclined to deny that there is such an art as the art of living. A good heart,
sound principles, and an honest purpose, it is said, will bring you safely
through, and the experience of other travellers is of small account. It is not
so. Life is never the smooth path it seems to confident youth. It is a rough

road cut with dangerous ruts, and apparently little mended by the successive
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generations of pilgrims. The highest wisdom is to be found in commonplaces.
The best help that can be rendered to humanity is the representation of com-
monplaces as they are confirmed and illuminated by experience. Pascal said
that the best books were the books which each man thought he could have
written for himself. Few men imagine that they could have written great sci-
entific or historical books. They all think themselves capable of writing obser-
vations of life and manners, and in a sense they are, for they have had the op-
portunities of acquiring the knowledge on which such observations must be
founded. La Bruyére, one of the greatest writers on the art of life, says: “I
restored to the public what it has lent me. ”

So through the ages we have a line of books on conduct written by men
and women of very varying powers, and yet all are valuable in some way, if
they are written honestly from a real experience. Often the lessons of life are
best conveyed indirectly. Thus we have a significant, if not very extensive,
literature of characters. In Professor Jebb’s admirable preface to his edition of
Theophrastus—a book which should not have been allowed to go out of
-print—we have many excellent remarks on character writing. A very good
second is Mr. Alfred West’s introduction to the Pitt Press edition of Earle’s
Microcosmography. Mr. West describes the books of Joseph Hall, of Sir
Thomas Overbury, of Samuel Butler, and others, Perhaps it scarcely was
within his scope to set forth the singular merits of William Law’s character
sketches, which are, on the whole, the most finished and satisfactory in Eng-
lish litera-ture, But even Law himself must yield without a struggle to La
Bruyére. Of him no less a critic than Sainte Beuve said;

“Happy La Bruyere! When so many more lofty glories have sunk, when
the eighteenth century has passed away, and men speak of it as of an old fash-
ion—when the seventeenth itself is exposed to attack on all sides, to the irrev-
erence and incredulity of new schools—he, as if by a miracle, is alone respec-
ted, he alone holds his own, he is spared. What do I say? He is read, he is
admired, he is praised, precisely for the marked, incisive manner, a little too
strong perhaps for his own time, but which is no more than we require now.
Of this style he remains the first model. Fénelon, all Fénelon, pales and
trembles; but his colours stand as bright as when first laid on the canvas.
Time has deprived his solid and vigorous manner of no excellence. The artist
has not ceased to reverence him. .. He is still everybody’s classic. ”

Among later writers no one has more deeply considered the art of life
than Walter Pater, though I do not forget the quiet but sterling merits of such
authors as Arthur Helps, P. G. Hamerton and Anne Mozley.

4 I. The Art of Life
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In teaching the art of life there can be no more useful books than biogra-
phies, I have for years read every biography I could lay my hands on, and not
one has failed to teach me something. Mrs. Oliphant, who was herself a skil-
ful biographer, and who observed life more shrewdly and keenly than most,
has a passage in which she describes the fascination of watching from the gal-
lery the combat of a human soul, its defeats, its victories, and its last issues.
A very able writer of recent times has said the worst that can be said against
biographies, and especially the biographies of prophets and sages. The proph-
ets of the Highest, says he, are degraded and despoiled by ill-judging biogra-
phers who in truth’s name lay bare the life, not of the man whom they pretend
to honour, but of his meaner and mortal double. Of the greater men in any
generation, poets, orators, preachers, prophets, biographies should not be
written. “Let them be as voices crying, if in that cry they deliver themselves
in some measure from the material encumbrances of life. I.et them be advan-
taged thereby themselves, and advantage their hearers. Why replace the voice
in its fleshly tabernacle?” He goes on to compare the practice of biographers
to the art of embalming. It preserves bodies of men in a sort of ghastly carica-
ture of those who once wore them. “For a shorter time or a longer it preserves
from entire decay that which it better had suffered to perish, but it cannot aid
in perpetuating the crying voice or the spirit that, begotten from God, par-
takes in God’s eternity and infinitude. Nay, it tends to abridge the voice’s
compass and curtail the spirit’s power to suffer.” He might have said with
perfect justice that autobiography even more than biography gives a less fa-
vourable impression than that made on contemporary observers by the actual
characters of its subjects. It may be that a man cannot directly reveal himself,
and that his autobiography is written rather in his less personal books than in
the book which professes to give his own account of himself. There are lumi-
nous exceptions, no doubt, but in a good many cases a man’s deliberate self-
portraiture is both libellous and indistinct, giving perhaps the picture of a
mind occupied with its own past, and reflecting its aspect in the solitude of
self-communion, but giving no true idea of what the man was in relation to
others. Thus one of the least amiable autobiographies is that of Mark Patti-
son, in which, as a critic of the time remarked, he stamped with a strange
concession of authenticity a supposed caricature of himself in a clever novel.
Yet Pattison was a man of whom one of his intimates said, “In téte-a- téte he
possessed in a rare degree what seems to me essential to good talk—a vivid
consciousness of the person to whom he was speaking. ” And he was the man

who put the question, “What is most worth living for?” and answered it thus;
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“To deliver one’s message.” Nevertheless when all is said and done, the
world would not part willingly either with its biographies or autobiographies.
The lessons of life are not won lightly, and all that is said against biography
reduces itself in the end to this—that the ultimate secret of any human person-
ality remains a secret after all observation and all research and all expression
have done their best or worst.

That there is an art of life which needs to be cultivated may be shown by
various examples. Especially the need is clear when we turn to life’s most inti-
mate relations. We are apt to take for granted that natural affection will make
them all that they should be without thought or painstaking. A man and
woman marry; they are heartily in love with each other, What more is neces-
sary for a happy life? Much more is necessary. Happiness is neither a vested
right nor a self-maintaining state. What is necessary is to make sure that love
shall not only last, but grow stronger. It is not a matter of course that this
should come to pass. It takes skill and science to maintain life through life’s
various stages, and both the man and the woman must do their part. La
Bruyére, I believe, never married, but the story of a young girl is woven
through the texture of his life. His ideal woman was woman in her early girl-
hood. After that period, he thought that she deteriorated, that she did not
cultivate her gifts, that her moral sense was injured, that she indulged a natu-
ral repugnance for things serious and difficult, and that great beauty did noth-
ing more for her than to lead her to hope for a great fortune. He believed, in-
deed, that a beautiful woman with the qualities of a worthy man had the merit
of both sexes, and was the most delightful companion in the world. But of
these there were very few, and so he was content to regard woman with a kind
of fatherly tenderness. The bookseller to whose shop he daily repaired to turn
over the new books and hear what was going on, had a bright little daughter,
with whom he made friends. One day when playing with the child he took out
of his pocket the manuscript of his great work, and offered it to the booksell-
er, saying, “If you get anything by it, let it be the dot of my little friend
here.” When the girl married, her husband received with her a fortune of a
hundred thousand livres. Married people must look forward to the close of one
stage of life, and prepare for the other. This can only be done by self-denial,
by the resolute endeavour on both sides to maintain a community of existence.
The marriage that is truly successful is the marriage where each becomes by
degrees necessary to the completeness of the other’s life, and that happiness
will grow more and more if each grows side by side with the other. It is so

with the family. Parents must not take for granted that their sons and daugh-
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