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FRENCH LITERATURE - 18" CENTURY

Unlike the literary productions of the seventeenth century, the literature of the Age of Enlightenment was
more concerned with content than with form and technique. Much of it was utilitarian, purposive, and
didactic. “It was dominated by a skeptical philosophy, a hatred of any form of tradition or authority, and a
desire for political and social reform...” The watchwords of the age were reform, freedom of thought, and
tolerance. Seventeenth century authors superseded the ancients as models, but classical forms and
genres were still employed, and the rules of Boileau’s Art Poetique were not questioned. Wit and
cosmopolitanism were frequent ingredients, and, after the middle of the century, “sensibility” became
popular.

Quite understandably, all eighteenth century French literature is prose. Voltaire, it is true, wrote many
types of poetry, and at the end of the century Andre Chénier (1762-1794) wrote interesting lyrical and
philosophical poems.

In the field of the essay, Montesquieu (1689-1755) was one of the leaders. His Persian Letters (1721)
were satires on Parisian culture. Of more importance was his Spirit of the Laws (1748), an analysis of
various governments which demonstrates that they are the results of moral, economic, and physical
conditions, and that human laws are relative. Another distinguished essayist was the Comte de Buffon,
who wrote a thirty-six volume Natural History (1749-1788). The most famous and influential undertaking
of the eighteenth century was the Encyclopedie (1750-1777), of which the principal editor was Denis
Diderot, and to which most of the leading intellectuals of the time contributed. The Encyclopédie
attempted to gather and systematize all knowledge about the sciences, arts, and trades. Its contributors,
however, used it for attacking tyranny in all its forms, and for championing individual liberty and human
reason in all their forms. The work played a large part in the development of ideas which would be
influential in the French Revolution.

While stage drama was weak in this period, the French novel reached its maturity at this period. Marivaux
began two novels of which the main feature was psychological analysis, the Abbé Prévost (1697-1763)
wrote one now famous novel, Manon Lescaut (1731), and Bernardin de Saint Pierre (1737-1814) wrote
Paul et Virgine, a sentimental novel deeply involved with nature, which proved an important precursor of
Romanticism.

Discussion questions

Is Beaumarchais basically a political playwright? Does the figure of Figaro represent the little man of his
time? The vox populi?

What is Rousseau’s view of mankind? What kind of childhood education does he advocate, in Emile? Is
the child to be left free to develop as it wishes? Or are there boundaries and guidelines in childhood
education?

What is Voltaire’s view of human nature, as he works it out in Candide? Does Voltaire believe that society
is destined to provide a satisfying home for mankind? What does it mean to ‘cultivate your own garden’?

Does Choderlos de Laclos evaluate, as well as anatomize, the cynical sexual games of the high elite?
What is, or would be, his evaluation?



