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IND ‘the style ‘and structure 6 this volume 1rr1tatmg,
;The reaction in France-against the. grace -and fluency of
=~ Anarole France. and’ his school has gone in some instances
t absurd 1cngths, and ledding French writers seem now to be
: ng a reputation for depth and subtlety by the process of
endlessly qualifying their sentences, ripping them open and stuff-
ing-them’ full of involved parentheses 1 offer a brief example
rom M. Gide’s present essay: : .

One of the ‘most surprising passages in: \’Ionta:gne is
*‘that’ wherem, after -having defended himself against the
arcusation of obscurity {an accusation doubtless leveled in
“his day against any writer who bruke with conventional
© séntinent by attempting a. stricter sincerity) and protested
" against the. J.usupportable confounding, of “obscurity with
_depth- that already certain “prccmus" writers weré - de-
E lxghtmg in (“they. will conclude the mystery and depth of
“my ‘sense by the obscurme 11K 245) ,-he declares: “which”
. {obscurity) “I hate”: (subscquently he ddded “extreemely”)
- “and"would . shiin if T could dxsgmse myselfe” (later on
tuted “avoxde myselfe”) -

barenthesas mto nearly 311 his sentence-s he sptmkles them
thh astensks that refer -us-to rHotes “in: the back, and: the
notes ‘aré frequently further modlﬁcatmns He is- capable of
;wntmg, ‘for® example, that Goéthe is: superzor ‘to "Montaigne
by virtue of his “interior démon,” ‘then of referrmg us to a note
n the appendlx in which he finds that.“on: maturer considera-
i; this. remark -about Goethe ‘no- 1onger seems to-me- quite
_]usufi d”—and so on,. I hope I am" not too naive in asi:mg
: n that: case, -he did not alter’ his original ‘remark. "

Thé irritation: produced by all’ thls is- aggravated. by sev-
“eral’ other factors. “The book: puts forward no. clear “single
thesis, moves. in no - parncular du-ectmn, and has no - conti-
"nu.ty or flow. It is: sxmply a° series ‘of” footnotes often not
‘more: than a page: or two in length; on various passages from
Moiitaigne. -~ The. notes- are. “separated by “blank- lines, - and

strung along apparently in random fashmn. “The geneml effect . -

‘ia alm‘c‘)‘sfr as if M. Gidr had cmcé planned a suEstantial book

on Montaigne, had begun taking notes on it, and then, despair-
ing of ever being able to weave them into an integral whole,
had siwply sent them off to the prthr as they were.

Add further that the translators, in transcribing the pas-
sages from Montaigne, have used the Florio translation. Now
Florio has a salty Elizabethan favor of his own, but he is
not very accurate (he made such elementiry blunders, for ex-
ample, as translating porss(m inte poison}), and it is often with
difficulty that one finds one's way through his antiquated syntax
and diction. The result is that many of the quotations as .-
they stand arc unintelligible, particularly as. they are torn -
out of their explanatory context; and one is forced to turn
cither directly to the Florio or to the admlrabic modern trans-
lation of Trechmann to squeeze the meaning out of them.

1 need- hardly say ‘that as a result of all this M. Gide's
book lacks the mdcpcndcnt charm that first-rate criticism’ ought
to have; orie cannot enjoy it for its own sake-in the way that
one can the essays on Montaigne by Emerson and Sainte-
Beuve. M. Gide thinks that Montaigne would. forglve him
“for tn,atmg him in the desultory fashion that is his own,” but
there is a vast difference between the desultoriness of Mon-
taigne and that of his critic. Montaigne’s writing, indeed; has
the informality of conversation, but few writers-carry you “along
so swiftly and easily as he does; his transitions and digfes
sions, too, arc as natural as those of fine talk.  In M. Gide’s
present volume there are no transitions; the. reader is simply
bumped abruptly from one idea to the next. : ‘

Taken separately, however, M. Gide's observations ;are
remarkably just and shrewd, and, in the end, rather thorough
Few comments arc happier than that in which’ Gide regrets
\lontazg,m: s death a few years before the -appearance of “‘Don
Quixote”: “The book was writter for him. . . . It was at the
expense of Don Quixote that, little by little, Sancho Panza
came to great stature in him.” And the concluding section of
Part I is so admirable that I ‘cannot forbear quotmg it at
length:

To those who may accuse me. of presemmg Mon-
taigne’s ideas edge foremost 1 would reply that too many
of his commentators have busied themselves with supplying
buttons for his foils. . . . ‘The chief precccupation of the
pundits, in the face of daring - ‘zuthors who nevertheless have
become classics, is to make them moffenswe. The mere
passage of time works also, admirably, and q\mc nat-
urally, toward this end. -After a brief interval it is as if
the blade of new thought had become blunt; familiarity
allows us “to. handie it withour fear of bemg woundcd

- One more poznt, which M. Gide merely hints at in pass-
mg, but which, in: view of the present vogue of humanism,
-is -worth explicit -statement. Montaigae, a century and a half
before Rousseau came. into the world, and when even Francis
Bacon was' no more than an infant, was aiready a confirmed

“naturalist.”” The passages in which he reveals this are too
numerous for quotation, [ conﬁne m3sclf to three. :

Phllosophy appenrs to me: very childish wheﬁ she rides
the high horse, and preaches to us that it is a barbarous
alliance 'to’ _marry; the divine with the earthly . . . thar
sensual pleasure isa bm.ush thing, unworthy to- be en}oyedif
by the sage. . . .

_ Nature has, with matherly care, observed this rule,

“ that thc Actions she has laid upon us for our meed sheuld
‘give us pleasure' and she . invites. ‘us to_them, not only
through ' our reason, but through our ‘desire. lt s wrong

- to_infringe her: risles. - )

, As'I have said elsewhere, 1 have for my part ndopted g
very <rmply and crudely, this.ancient rale, “that we cannot
go wrong if we follow. Nature,” and that the suverexgn
precept is "to conform to het.” :



