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OF THE EDUCATION OF CHILDREN 
 
 
 
I never yet saw that father, but let his son be never so decrepit or deformed, would not, 
notwithstanding, own him: not, nevertheless, if he were not totally besotted, and blinded with his 
paternal affection, that he did not well enough discern his defects: but that with all defaults, he 
was still his. Just so, I see better than any other, that all I write here are but the idle of a man that 
has only nibbled upon the outward crust of sciences, and only retained a general and formless 
image of them; who has got a little snatch of everything, and nothing of the whole. For I know, in 
general, that there is such a thing as physic, as jurisprudence; four parts in mathematics, and, 
roughly, what all these aim and point at; and I yet know farther, what sciences in general pretend 
unto, in order to the service of our life: but to dive farther than that, and to have cudgeled my 
brains in the study of Aristotle, the monarch of all modern learning, or particularly addicted 
myself to any one science, I have done it; neither is there any one art of which I am able to draw 
the first lineaments and dead color; insomuch that there is not a boy of the lowest form in a 
school, that may not pretend to be wiser than I, who am not able to examine him in his first 
lesson, which, if I am at any time forced upon, I am necessitated, in my own defense, to ask him, 
unaptly enough, some universal questions, such as may serve to try his natural understanding; a 
lesson as strange and unknown to him, as his is to me. 
 
I never seriously settled myself to the reading any book of solid learning but Plutarch and Seneca; 
and there, I eternally fill, and it as constantly runs out; something of which drops upon this paper, 
but little or nothing stays with me. History is my particular game as to matter of reading, or else 
poetry, for which I have particular kindness and esteem: for, as Cleanthes said, as the voice, 
forced through the narrow passage of a trumpet, comes out more forcible and shrill; so, methinks, 
a sentence pressed within the harmony of verse, darts out more briskly upon the understanding, 
and strikes my ear and apprehension with a smarter and more pleasing effect. As to the natural 
parts I have, of which this is the essay, I find them to bow under the burden; my fancy and 
judgment do but grope in the dark, tripping and stumbling in the way, and when I have gone as 
far as I can, I am in no degree satisfied; I discover still a new and greater extent of land before 
me, with a troubled and imperfect sight and wrapped up in clouds, that I am not able to penetrate. 
And taking upon me to write indifferently of whatever comes into my head, and therein making 
use of nothing but my own proper and natural means, if it befall me, as ofttimes it does, 
accidentally to meet in any good author, the same heads and commonplaces upon which I have 
attempted to write to see myself so weak and so forlorn, so heavy and so flat, in comparison of 
those better writers, I at once pity or despise myself.  
 
Yet do I please myself with this, that my opinions have often the honor and good fortune to jump 
with theirs, and that I go in the same path, though at a very great distance, and can say, "Ah, that 
is so." I am farther satisfied to find, that I have a quality, which every one is not blessed withal, 
which is, to discern the vast difference between them and me; and notwithstanding all that, suffer 
my own inventions, low and feeble as they are, to run on in their career, without mending or 
plastering up the defects that this comparison has laid open to my own view. And, in plain truth, a 
man had need of a good strong back to keep pace with these people. The indiscreet scribblers of 
our times, who among their laborious nothings, insert whole sections and pages out of ancient 
authors, with a design, by that means, to illustrate their own writings, do quite contrary; for this 



infinite dissimilitude of ornaments renders the complexion of their own compositions so sallow 
and deformed, that they lose much more than they get. 
 
The philosophers, Chrysippus and Epicurus, were in this of two quite contrary humors: the first 
not only in his books mixed passages and sayings of other authors, but entire pieces, and, in one, 
the whole "Medea" of Euripides; which gave Apollodorus occasion to say, that should a man pick 
out of his writings all that was none of his, he would leave him nothing but blank paper: whereas 
the latter, quite contrary, in three hundred volumes that he left behind him, has not so much as 
any one quotation. 
 
A friend of mine the other day told me that I should a little farther have extended my discourse on 
the education of children. But, in truth, all I understand as to that particular is only this, that the 
greatest and most important difficulty of human science is the education of children. For as in 
agriculture, the husbandry that is to precede planting, as also planting itself, is certain, plain, and 
well known; but after that which is planted comes to life, there is a great deal more to be done, 
more art to be used, more care to be taken, and much more difficulty to cultivate and bring it to 
perfection; so it is with men; it is no hard matter to get children; but after they are born, then 
begins the trouble, solicitude, and care rightly to train, principle, and bring them up. The 
symptoms of their inclinations in that tender age are so obscure, and the promises so uncertain 
and fallacious, that it is very hard to establish any solid judgment or conjecture upon them. Look 
at Cimon, for example, and Themistocles, and a thousand others, who very much deceived the 
expectation men had of them. Cubs of bears and puppies readily discover their natural inclination; 
but men, so soon as ever they are grown up, applying themselves to certain habits, engaging 
themselves in certain opinions, and conforming themselves to particular laws and customs, easily 
alter, or at least disguise, their true and real disposition; and yet it is hard to force the propension 
of nature. Whence it comes to pass, that for not having chosen the right course, we often take 
very great pains, and consume a good part of our time in training up children to things, for which, 
by their natural constitution, they are totally unfit.  
 
Science is a very great ornament, and a thing of marvelous use, especially in persons raised to 
that degree of fortune in which you are. And, in truth, in persons of mean and low condition, it 
cannot perform its true and genuine office, being naturally more prompt to assist in the conduct of 
war, in the government of peoples, in negotiating the leagues and friendships of princes and 
foreign nations, than in forming a syllogism in logic, in pleading a process in law, or in 
prescribing a dose of pills in physic.  
 
For a boy of quality then, who pretends to letters not upon the account of profit (for so mean an 
object as that is unworthy of the grace and favor of the Muses, and moreover, in it a man directs 
his service to and depends upon others), nor so much for outward ornament, as for his own proper 
and peculiar use, and to furnish and enrich himself within, having rather a desire to come out an 
accomplished cavalier than a mere scholar or learned man; for such a one, I say, I would, also, 
have his friends solicitous to find him out a tutor, who has rather a well-made than a well-filled 
head; seeking, indeed, both the one and the other, but rather of the two to prefer manners and 
judgment to mere learning, and that this man should exercise his charge after a new method. 
 
'Tis the custom of pedagogues to be eternally thundering in their pupil's ears, as they were 
pouring into a funnel, while the business of the pupil is only to repeat what the others have said: 
now I would have a tutor to correct this error, and, that at the very first, he should, according to 
the capacity he has to deal with, put it to the test, permitting his pupil himself to taste things, and 
of himself to discern and choose them, sometimes opening the way to him, and sometimes 
leaving him to open it for himself; that is, I would not have him alone to invent and speak, but 



that he should also hear his pupil speak in turn. Socrates, and since him Arcesilaus, made first 
their scholars speak, and then they spoke to them.  
 

For those who want to learn, the obstacle can often be the 
authority of those who teach. --Erasmus, Apophthegmata, III 

 
It is good to make him, like a young horse, trot before him that he may judge of his going and 
how much he is to abate of his own speed, to accommodate himself to the vigor and capacity of 
the other. For want of which due proportion we spoil all; which also to know how to adjust, and 
to keep within an exact and due measure, is one of the hardest things I know, and 'tis the effect of 
a high and well-tempered soul to know how to condescend to such puerile motions and to govern 
and direct them. I walk firmer and more secure up hill than down. 
 
Such as, according to our common way of teaching, undertake, with one and the same lesson, and 
the same measure of direction, to instruct several boys of differing and unequal capacities, are 
infinitely mistaken; and 'tis no wonder, if in a whole multitude of scholars, there are not found 
above two or three who bring away any good account of their time and discipline. Let the master 
not only examine him about the grammatical construction of the bare words of his lesson, but 
about the sense and substance of them, and let him judge of the profit he has made, not by the 
testimony of his memory, but by that of his life. Let him make him put what he has learned into a 
hundred several forms, and accommodate it to so many several subjects, to see if he yet rightly 
comprehends it, and has made it his own, taking instruction of his progress by the pedagogic 
institutions of Plato. 'Tis a sign of crudity and indigestion to disgorge what we eat in the same 
condition it was swallowed; the stomach has not performed its office unless it have altered the 
form and condition of what was committed to it to concoct. Our minds work only upon trust, 
when bound and compelled to follow the appetite of another's fancy, enslaved and captivated 
under the authority of another's instruction; we have been so subjected to the trammel, that we 
have no free, nor natural pace of our own; our own vigor and liberty are extinct and gone:” They 
are never free of tutelage." (Seneca, Epist. moral,. XXXIII, 10) 
 
Let the master make him examine and thoroughly sift everything he reads, and lodge nothing in 
his fancy upon simple authority and upon trust. Aristotle's principles will then be no more 
principles to him, than those of Epicurus and the Stoics: let this diversity of opinions be 
propounded to, and laid before him; he will himself choose, if he be able; if not, he will remain in 
doubt.  
 

For doubting pleases me as much as knowing.--Dante, Inferno, XI, 93 
 
for, if he embrace the opinions of Xenophon and Plato, by his own reason, they will no more be 
theirs, but become his own. Who follows another, follows nothing, finds nothing, nay, is 
inquisitive after nothing. "We are under no king; let each man act freely." (Seneca, Epistle moral., 
XXXIII, 4) Let him at least, know that he knows. It will be necessary that he imbibe their 
knowledge, not that he be corrupted with their precepts; and no matter if he forgot where he had 
his learning, provided he know how to apply it to his own use. Truth and reason are common to 
every one, and are no more his who spake them first, than his who speaks them after: 'tis no more 
according to Plato, than according to me, since both he and I equally see and understand them. 
Bees cull their several sweets from this flower and that blossom, here and there where they find 
them, but themselves afterward make the honey, which is all and purely their own, and no more 
thyme and marjoram: so the several fragments he borrows from others, he will transform and 
shuffle together to compile a work that shall be absolutely his own; that is to say, his judgment: 
his instruction, labor and study, tend to nothing else but to form that. He is not obliged to discover 



whence he got the materials that have assisted him, but only to produce what he has himself done 
with them. Men that live upon pillage and borrowing, expose their purchases and buildings to 
every one's view: but do not proclaim how they came by the money. We do not see the fees and 
perquisites of a gentleman of the long robe; but we see the alliances wherewith he fortifies 
himself and his family, and the titles and honors he has obtained for him and his. No man 
divulges his revenue; or at least, which way it comes in: but every one publishes his acquisitions. 
The advantages of our study are to become better and more wise. 'Tis, says Epicharmus, the 
understanding that sees and hears, 'tis the understanding that improves everything, that orders 
everything, and that acts, rules, and reigns: all other faculties are blind, and deaf, and without 
soul. And certainly we render it timorous and servile, in not allowing it the liberty and privilege 
to do anything of itself.  
 
Whoever asked his pupil what he thought of grammar or rhetoric, and of such and such a sentence 
of Cicero? Our masters stick them, full feathered, in our memories, and there establish them like 
oracles, of which the letters and syllables are of the substance of the thing. To know by rote, is no 
knowledge, and signifies no more but only to retain what one has entrusted to our memory. That 
which a man rightly knows and understands, he is the free disposer of at his own full liberty, 
without any regard to the author from whence he had it or fumbling over the leaves of his book. A 
mere bookish learning is a poor, paltry learning; it may serve for ornament, but there is yet no 
foundation for any superstructure to be built upon it, according to the opinion of Plato, who says 
that constancy, faith, and sincerity, are the true philosophy, and the other sciences, that are 
directed to other ends, mere adulterate paint. I could wish that Paluel or Pompey, those two noted 
dancers of my time, could have taught us to cut capers, by only seeing them do it, without stirring 
from our places, as these men pretend to inform the understanding, without ever setting it to 
work; or that we could learn to ride, handle a pike, touch a lute, or sing, without the trouble of 
practice, as these attempt to make us judge and speak well, without exercising us in judging or 
speaking..  
 
And for this reason, conversation with men is of very great use and travel into foreign countries; 
not to bring back (as most of our young monsieurs do) an account only of how many paces Santa 
Rotonda is in circuit; or of the richness of Signora Livia's petticoats; or, as some others, how 
much Nero's face, in a statue in such an old ruin, is longer and broader than that made for him on 
some medal; but to be able chiefly to give an account of the humors, manners, customs and laws 
of those nations where he has been, and that we may whet and sharpen our wits by rubbing them 
against those of others. I would that a boy should be sent abroad very young, and first, so as to 
kill two birds with one stone, into those neighboring nations whose language is most differing 
from our own, and to which, if it be not formed betimes, the tongue will grow too stiff to bend. 
 
And also 'tis the general opinion of all, that a child should not be brought up in his mother's lap. 
Mothers are too tender, and their natural affection is apt to make the most discreet of them all so 
overfond, that they can neither find in their hearts to give them due correction for the faults they 
commit, nor suffer them to be inured to hardships and hazards, as they ought to be. They will not 
endure to see them return all dust and sweat from their exercise, to drink cold drink when they are 
hot, nor see them mount an unruly horse, nor take a foil in hand against a rude fencer, or so much 
as to discharge a carbine. And yet there is no remedy; whoever will breed a boy to be good for 
anything when he comes to be a man, must by no means spare him when young, and must very 
often transgress the rules of physic 
 

Let him camp in the open, amidst war's alarms. --Horace, Odes, III, ii, 5 
 



It is not enough to fortify his soul: you are also to make his sinews strong; for the soul will be 
oppressed if not assisted by the members, and would have too hard a task to discharge two offices 
alone. I know very well, to my cost, how much mine groans under the burden, from being 
accommodated with a body so tender and indisposed, as eternally leans and presses upon her; and 
often in my reading perceive that our masters, in their writings, make examples pass for 
magnanimity and fortitude of mind, which really are rather toughness of skin and hardness of 
bones; for I have seen men, women, and children, naturally born of so hard and insensible a 
constitution of body, that a sound cudgeling has been less to them than a flirt with a finger would 
have been to me, and that would neither cry out, wince, nor shrink, for a good swinging beating; 
and when wrestlers counterfeit the philosophers in patience, 'tis rather strength of nerves than 
stoutness of heart. Now to be inured to undergo labor, is to be accustomed to endure pain: "labor 
puts callouses on our minds, against pain." (Cicero, Tusc. Disput., II, xv, 36) A boy is to be 
broken into the toil and roughness of exercise, so as to be trained up to the pain and suffering of 
dislocations, cholics, cauteries, and even imprisonment and the rack itself; for he may come, by 
misfortune, to be reduced to the worst of these, which (as this world goes) is sometimes inflicted 
on the good as well as the bad.  
 
And, moreover, by living at home, the authority of this governor, which ought to be sovereign 
over the boy he has received into his charge, is often checked and hindered by the presence of 
parents; to which may also be added, that the respect the whole family pay him, as their master's 
son, and the knowledge he has of the estate and greatness he is heir to, are, in my opinion, no 
small inconveniences in these tender years. 
 
Silence and modesty are very advantageous qualities in conversation. One should, therefore, train 
up this boy to be sparing and a husband of his knowledge when he has acquired it; and to forbear 
taking exceptions at or reproving every idle saying or ridiculous story that is said or told in his 
presence; for it is a very unbecoming rudeness to carp at everything that is not agreeable to our 
own palate. Let him be satisfied with correcting himself, and not seem to condemn everything in 
another he would not do himself, nor dispute it as against common customs. "One should be wise 
without ostentation or ill-will."  (Seneca, Epist. Moral., CIII, 5) Let him avoid these vain and 
uncivil images of authority, this childish ambition of coveting to appear better bred and more 
accomplished, than he really will, by such carriage, discover himself to be. And, as if 
opportunities of interrupting and reprehending were not to be omitted, to desire thence to derive 
the reputation of something more than ordinary. For as it becomes none but great poets to make 
use of the poetical license, so it is intolerable for any but men of great and illustrious souls to 
assume privilege above the authority of custom; "Although Socrates and Aristippus sometimes 
flouted rules and customs, one should not feel free to do the same; they obtained that privilege by 
qualities great and sublime."  (Cicero, De Officiis, I, xli, 148) 
 
Let him be instructed not to engage in discourse or dispute but with a champion worthy 
of him, and, even there, not to make use of all the little subtleties that may seem pat for 
his purpose, but only such arguments as may best serve him. Let him be taught to be 
curious in the election and choice of his reasons, to abominate impertinence, and, 
consequently, to affect brevity; but, above all, let him be lessoned to acquiesce and 
submit to truth so soon as ever he shall discover it, whether in his opponent's argument, 
or upon better consideration of his own; for he shall never be preferred to the chair for a 
mere clatter of words and syllogisms, and is no further engaged to any argument 
whatever, than as he shall in his own judgment approve it: nor yet is arguing a trade, 
where the liberty of recantation and getting off upon better thoughts, are to be sold for 



ready money: "He is under no obligation to support all precepts and assertions.” (Cicero, 
Academica, II, iii, 8) 
 
Let his conscience and virtue be eminently manifest in his speaking, and have only reason for 
their guide. Make him understand, that to acknowledge the error he shall discover in his own 
argument, though only found out by himself, is an effect of judgment and sincerity, which are the 
principal things he is to seek after; that obstinacy and contention are common qualities, most 
appearing in mean souls; that to revise and correct himself, to forsake an unjust argument in the 
height and heat of dispute, are rare, great, and philosophical qualities. Let him be advised; being 
in company, to have his eye and ear in every corner, for I find that the places of greatest honor are 
commonly seized upon by men that have least in them, and that the greatest fortunes are seldom 
accompanied with the ablest parts. Let him examine every man's talent; a peasant, a bricklayer, a 
passenger: one may learn something from every one of these in their several capacities, and 
something will be picked out of their discourse whereof some use may be made at one time or 
another; nay, even the folly and impertinence of others will contribute to his instruction. By 
observing the graces and manners of all he sees, he will create to himself an emulation of the 
good, and a contempt of the bad. 
 
In this conversing with men, I mean also, and principally, those who only live in the records of 
history; he shall, by reading those books, converse with the great and heroic souls of the best 
ages. 'Tis an idle and vain study to those who make it by so doing it after a negligent manner, but 
to those who do it with care and observation, 'tis a study of inestimable fruit and value; and the 
only study, as Plato reports, that the Spartans reserved to themselves. What profit shall he not 
reap as to the business of men, by reading the lives of Plutarch? But, withal, let my governor 
remember to what end his instructions are principally directed, and that he do not so much 
imprint in his pupil's memory the date of the ruin of Carthage, as the manners of Hannibal and 
Scipio; nor so much where Marcellus died, as why it was unworthy of his duty that he died there. 
Let him not teach him so much the narrative parts of history as to judge them; the reading of 
them, in my opinion, is a thing that of all others we apply ourselves unto with the most differing 
measure. I have read a hundred things in Livy that another has not, or not taken notice of at least; 
and Plutarch has read a hundred more there than ever I could find.  
 
'Tis to our prejudice that men of understanding should so immoderately affect brevity; no doubt 
their reputation is the better by it, but in the meantime we are the worse. Plutarch had rather we 
should applaud his judgment than commend his knowledge, and had rather leave us with an 
appetite to read more, than glutted with that we have already read. He knew very well, that a man 
may say too much even upon the best subjects, and that Alexandridas justly reproached him who 
made very good but too long speeches to the Ephori, when he said: "Oh stranger! thou speakest 
the things thou shouldst speak, but not as thou shouldst speak them." Such as have lean and spare 
bodies stuff themselves out with clothes; so they who are defective in matter, endeavor to make 
amends with words. Human understanding is marvelously enlightened by daily conversation with 
men, for we are, otherwise, compressed and heaped up in ourselves, and have our sight limited to 
the length of our own noses.  
 
One asking Socrates of what country he was, he did not make answer, of Athens, but of the 
world; he whose imagination was fuller and wider, embraced the whole world for his country, 
and extended his society and friendship to all mankind; not as we do, who look no further than 
our feet.  
 



This great world which some do yet multiply as several species under one genus, is the mirror 
wherein we are to behold ourselves, to be able to know ourselves as we ought to do in the true 
bias. In short, I would have this to be the book my young gentleman should study with the most 
attention. So many humors, so many sects, so many judgments, opinions, laws and customs, teach 
us to judge aright of our own, and inform our understanding to discover its imperfection and 
natural infirmity, which is no trivial speculation. So many mutations of states and kingdoms, and 
so many turns and revolutions of public fortune, will make us wise enough to make no great 
wonder of our own. So many great names, so many famous victories and conquests drowned and 
swallowed in oblivion, render our hopes ridiculous of eternizing our names. To examples may 
fitly be applied all the profitable discourses of philosophy, to which all human actions, as to their 
best rule, ought to be especially directed: a scholar shall be taught to know  what it is to know, 
and what to be ignorant; what ought to be the end and design of study; what valor, temperance 
and justice are; the difference between ambition and avarice, servitude and subjection, license and 
liberty; by what token a man may know true and solid contentment; how far death, affliction, and 
disgrace are to be apprehended:  
 

How we can flee from hardships and how we can endure them.--Virgil, Aeneid, III, 459 
 
by what secret springs we move, and the reason of our various agitations and irresolutions: for, 
methinks, the first doctrine with which one should season his understanding, ought to be that 
which regulates his manners and his sense; that teaches him to know himself, and how both well 
to die and well to live. Among the liberal sciences, let us begin with that which makes us free; not 
that they do not all serve in some measure to the instruction and use of life, as all other things in 
some sort also do; but let us make choice of that which directly and professedly serves to that 
end. If we are once able to restrain the offices of human life within their just and natural limits, 
we shall find that most of the sciences in use are of no great use to us, and even in those that are, 
that there are many very unnecessary cavities and dilatations which we had better let alone, and 
following Socrates' direction, limit the course of our studies to those things only where is a true 
and real utility: 
 

Dare to be wise. Start now. To put off the moment when you will 
start to live justly is to act like the bumpkin who would cross but 

who waits for the stream to dry up; time flows and will flow forever, 
as an ever-rolling stream. --Horace, Epistles, I, ii, 40-3 

 
After having taught him what will make him more wise and good, you may then entertain him 
with the elements of logic, physics, geometry, rhetoric, and the science which he shall then 
himself most incline to, his judgment being beforehand formed and fit to choose, he will quickly 
make his own. The way of instructing him ought to be sometimes by discourse, and sometimes by 
reading, sometimes his governor shall put the author himself, which he shall think most proper 
for him, into his hands, and sometimes only the marrow and substance of it; and if himself be not 
conversant enough in books to turn to all the fine discourses the books contain for his purpose, 
there may some man of learning be joined to him, that upon every occasion shall supply him with 
what he stands in need of, to furnish it to his pupil. This fruit, therefore, is not only without 
comparison, much more fair and beautiful; but will also be much more early ripe. 
 
Our tutor will make a pupil digest this new lesson, that the height and value of true virtue consists 
in the facility, utility, and pleasure of its exercise; so far from difficulty, that boys, as well as men, 
and the innocent as well as the subtle, may make it their own: it is by order, and not by force, that 
it is to be acquired.  
 



Since philosophy is that which instructs us to live and that infancy has there its lessons as well as 
other ages, why is it not communicated to children sooner? The clay is soft and malleable. Quick! 
hurry to fashion it on that potter's wheel which is forever spinning. 
 
They begin to teach us to live when we have almost done living. A hundred students have got the 
pox before they have come to read Aristotle's lecture on temperance. Cicero said, that though he 
should live two men's ages, he should never find leisure to study the lyric poets; and I find these 
sophisters yet more deplorably unprofitable. The boy we would breed has a great deal less time to 
spare; he owes but the first fifteen or sixteen years of his life to education; the remainder is due to 
action. Let us, therefore, employ that short time in necessary instruction. Away with the thorny 
subtleties of dialectics, they are abuses, things by which our lives can never be amended: take the 
plain philosophical discourses, learn how rightly to choose, and then rightly to apply them; they 
are more easy to be understood than novels; a child from nurse is much more capable of them, 
than of learning to read or to write. Philosophy has discourses proper for childhood, as well as for 
the decrepit age of men. 
 
I am of Plutarch's mind, that Aristotle did not so much trouble his great disciple with the knack of 
forming syllogisms, or with the elements of geometry, as with infusing into him good precepts 
concerning valor, prowess, magnanimity, temperance, and the contempt of fear; and with this 
ammunition, sent him, while yet a boy, with no more than thirty thousand foot, four thousand 
horse, and but forty-two thousand crowns, to subjugate the empire of the whole earth. For the 
other arts and sciences, he says, Alexander highly indeed commended their excellence and charm, 
and had them in very great honor and esteem, but not ravished with them to that degree, as to be 
tempted to affect the practice of them in his own person. 
 

Seek here, young men and old, a lasting purpose for your mind 
and a provisiion for white-haried wretchedness.--Persius, Satires, V, 64-5 

 
Epicurus, in the beginning of his letter to Meniceus, says, "That neither the youngest should 
refuse to philosophize, nor the oldest grow weary of it." Who does otherwise, seems tacitly to 
imply, that either the time of living happily is not yet come, or that it is already past. And yet, for 
all that, I would not have this pupil of ours imprisoned and made a slave to his book; nor would I 
have him given up to the morosity and melancholic humor of a sour, ill-natured pedant; I would 
not have his spirit cowed and subdued, by applying him to the rack, and tormenting him, as some 
do, fourteen or fifteen hours a day, and so make a pack-horse of him. Neither should I think it 
good, when, by reason of a solitary and melancholic complexion, he is discovered to be overmuch 
addicted to his book, to nourish that humor in him; for that renders him unfit for civil 
conversation, and diverts him from better employments. And how many have I seen in my time 
totally brutified by an immoderate thirst after knowledge? Carneades was so besotted with it, that 
he would not find time as so much as to comb his head or to pare his nails. Neither would I have 
his generous manners spoiled and corrupted by the incivility and barbarism of those of another. 
The French wisdom was anciently turned into proverb: "early, but of no continuance." And, in 
truth, we yet see, that nothing can be more ingenious and pleasing than the children of France; but 
they ordinarily deceive the hope and expectation that have been conceived of them; and grown up 
to be men, have nothing extraordinary or worth taking notice of: I have heard men of good 
understanding say, these colleges of ours to which we send our young people (and of which we 
have but too many) make them such animals as they are. 
 
 
By this method of instruction, my young pupil will be much more and better employed than his 
fellows of the college are. But as the steps we take in walking to and fro in a gallery, though three 



times as many, do not tire a man so much as those we employ in a formal journey, so our lesson, 
as it were accidentally occurring, without any set obligation of time or place, and falling naturally 
into every action, will insensibly insinuate itself. By which means our very exercises and 
recreations, running, wrestling, music, dancing, hunting, riding, and fencing, will prove to be a 
good part of our study. I would have his outward fashion and mien, and the disposition of his 
limbs, formed at the same time with his mind. 'Tis not a soul, 'tis not a body that we are training 
up, but a man, and we ought not to divide him. And, as Plato says, we are not to fashion one 
without the other, but make them draw together like two horses harnessed to a coach. By which 
saying of his, does he not seem to allow more time for, and to take more care of, exercises for the 
body, and to hold that the mind, in a good proportion, does her business at the same time too?  
 
As to the rest, this method of education ought to be carried on with a severe sweetness, quite 
contrary to the practice of our pedants, who, instead of tempting and alluring children to letters by 
apt and gentle ways, do in truth present nothing before them but rods and ferules, horror and 
cruelty. Away with this violence! away with this compulsion! than which, I certainly believe 
nothing more dulls and degenerates a well-descended nature. If you would have him apprehend 
shame and chastisement, do not harden him to them: inure him to heat and cold, to wind and sun, 
and to dangers that he ought to despise; wean him from all effeminacy and delicacy in clothes and 
lodging, eating and drinking; accustom him to everything, that he may not be a Sir Paris, a carpet-
knight, but a sinewy, hardy, and vigorous young man. I have ever from a child to the age wherein 
I now am, been of this opinion, and am still constant to it. But among other things, the strict 
government of most of our colleges has evermore displeased me; peradventure, they might have 
erred less perniciously on the indulgent side. 'Tis a real house of correction of imprisoned youth.  
 
They are made debauched, by being punished before they are so. Do but come in when they are 
about their lesson, and you shall hear nothing but the outcries of boys under execution, with the 
thundering noise of their pedagogues drunk with fury. A very pretty way this, to tempt these 
tender and timorous souls to love their book, with a furious countenance, and a rod in hand! A 
cursed and pernicious way of proceeding! Besides what Quintilian has very well observed, that 
this imperious authority is often attended by very dangerous consequences, and particularly our 
way of chastising.  
 
How much more decent would it be to see their classes strewed with green leaves and fine 
flowers, than with the bloody stumps of birch and willows? Were it left to my ordering, I should 
paint the school with the pictures of joy and gladness; Flora and the Graces, as the philosopher 
Speusippus did his. Where their profit is, let them there have their pleasure too. Such viands as 
are proper and wholesome for children, should be sweetened with sugar, and such as are 
dangerous to them, embittered with gall. 'Tis marvelous to see how solicitous Plato is in his Laws 
concerning the gayety and diversion of the youth of his city, and how much and often he enlarges 
upon their races, sports, songs, leaps, and dances: of which, he says, that antiquity has given the 
ordering and patronage particularly to the gods themselves, to Apollo, Minerva, and the Muses. 
He insists long upon, and is very particular in giving innumerable precepts for exercises; but as to 
the lettered sciences, says very little, and only seems particularly to recommend poetry upon the 
account of music. 
 
All singularity in our manners and conditions is to be avoided as inconsistent with civil society. 
Who would not be astonished at so strange a constitution as that of Demophoon, steward to 
Alexander the Great, who sweated in the shade, and shivered in the sun? I have seen those who 
have run from the smell of a mellow apple with greater precipitation than from a gun shot, others 
afraid of a mouse; others vomit at the sight of cream; others ready to swoon at the making of a 
feather bed; Germanicus could neither endure the sight nor the crowing of a cock. I will not deny, 



but that there may, perhaps, be some occult cause and natural aversion in these cases; but, in my 
opinion, a man might conquer it, if he took it in time. Precept has in this wrought so effectually 
upon me, though not without some pains on my part, I confess, that beer excepted, my appetite 
accommodates itself indifferently to all sorts of diet. 
 
Young bodies are supple; one should, therefore, in that age bend and ply them to all fashions and 
customs: and provided a man can contain the appetite and the will within their due limits, let a 
young man, in God's name, be rendered fit for all nations and all companies, even to debauchery 
and excess, if need be; that is, where he shall do it out of complacency to the customs of the 
place. Let him be able to do everything, but love to do nothing but what is good.  
 
The philosophers themselves do not justify Callisthenes for forfeiting the favor of his master 
Alexander the Great, by refusing to pledge him a cup of wine. Let him laugh, play, wench, with 
his prince; nay, I would have him, even in his debauches, too hard for the rest of the company, 
and to excel his companions in ability and vigor, and that he may not give over doing it, either 
through defect of power or knowledge how to do it, but for want of will. I thought I passed a 
compliment upon a lord, as free from those excesses as any man in France, by asking him before 
a great deal of very good company, how many times in his life he had been drunk in Germany, in 
the time of his being there about his majesty's affairs; which he also took as it was intended, and 
made answer. "Three times;" and withal, told us the whole story of his debauches. I know some, 
who for want of this faculty, have found a great inconvenience in negotiating with that nation. I 
have often with great admiration reflected upon the wonderful constitution of Alcibiades, who so 
easily could transform himself to so various fashions without any prejudice to his health; one 
while outdoing the Persian pomp and luxury, and another, the Spartan austerity and frugality; as 
reformed in Sparta, as voluptuous in Ionia. I would have my pupil to be such a one. 
 
These are my lessons, and he who puts them in practice shall reap more advantage than he who 
has had them read to him only, and so only knows them. If you see him, you hear him; if you hear 
him, you see him. God forbid, says one in Plato, that to philosophize were only to read a great 
many books, and to learn the arts. "The fullest art of all – that of living good lives --  they 
acquired more from life than from books." (Cicedro, Tusc, disput, IV, iii,5) 
 
The lad will not so much get his lesson by heart as he will practice it: he will repeat it in his 
actions. We shall discover if there be prudence in his exercises, if there be sincerity and justice in 
his deportment, if there be grace and judgment in his speaking; if there be constancy in his 
sickness; if there be modesty in his mirth, temperance in his pleasures, order in his domestic 
economy, indifference in his palate, whether what he eats or drinks be flesh or fish, wine or 
water. "As a man who knows how to make his education into a rule of life not a means of 
showing off; who can control himself and obey his own principles."  (Cicero, Tusc. Disput., II, iv, 
11) The conduct of our lives is the true mirror of our doctrine. Zeuxidamus, to one who asked 
him, why the Spartans did not commit their constitutions of chivalry to writing, and deliver them 
to their young men to read, made answer, that it was because they would inure them to action, 
and not amuse them with words. With such a one, after fifteen or sixteen years' study, compare 
one of our college Latinists, who has thrown away so much time in nothing but learning to speak.  
For my part, I hold, and Socrates commands it, that whoever has in his mind a sprightly and clear 
imagination, he will express it well enough in one kind of tongue or another, and, if he be dumb, 
by signs  
 

Once you have mastered the things, the words will come freely. --Horace, Ars poetica, 311 
 



And as another as poetically says in his prose, "When things have tasken hold of the mind, the 
words come crowding forth." (Seneca, Controveriae, III) and this other, "the things themselves 
ravish the words." (Cicero, De finibus, III, v, 9) He knows nothing of ablative, conjunctive, 
substantive, or grammar, no more than his lackey, or a fishwife of the Petit Pont; and yet these 
will give you a bellyful of talk, if you will hear them, and peradventure shall trip as little in their 
language as the best masters of art in France. He knows no rhetoric, nor how in a preface to bribe 
the benevolence of the courteous reader; neither does he care to know it. Indeed all this fine 
decoration of painting is easily effaced by the luster of a simple and blunt truth: these fine 
flourishes serve only to amuse the vulgar of themselves incapable of more solid and nutritive diet, 
as Aper very evidently demonstrates in Tacitus. The ambassadors of Samos, prepared with a long 
and elegant oration, came to Cleomenes, king of Sparta, to incite him to a war against the tyrant 
Polycrates; who, after he had heard their harangue with great gravity and patience, gave them this 
answer: "As to the exordium, I remember it not, nor consequently the middle of your speech; and 
for what concerns your conclusion, I will not do what you desire:" a very pretty answer this 
methinks, and a pack of learned orators most sweetly graveled. And what did the other man say? 
The Athenians were to choose one of two architects for a very great building they had designed; 
of these, first, a pert affected fellow, offered this service in a long premeditated discourse upon 
the subject of the work in hand, and by his oratory inclined the voices of the people in his favor; 
but the other in three words: "Oh, Athenians, what this man says, I will do."  
 
When Cicero was in the height and heat of an eloquent harangue, many were struck with 
admiration; but Cato only laughed, saying: "We have a pleasant consul." Let it go before, or come 
after, a good sentence or a thing well said, is always in season; if it either suit well with what 
went before, nor has much coherence with what follows after, it is good in itself. I am none of 
those who think that good rhyme makes a good poem. Let him make short long, and long short if 
he will, 'tis no great matter; if there be invention, and that the wit and judgment have well 
performed their offices, I will say, here's a good poet, but an ill rhymer. He has the flair, though 
his verses are harsh. Let a man, says Horace, divest his work of all method and measure,  
 

Take away rhythm and measure; change the order of the words putting the first last and the last 
first; you will still find the poet in those scattered remains --Horace, Satires, I, iv, 8: 58-60 

 
he will never the more lose himself for that; the very pieces will be fine by themselves. 
Menander's answer had this meaning, who being reproved by a friend, the time drawing on at 
which he had promised a comedy, that he had not yet fallen in hand with it: "It is made, and 
ready," said he, "all but the verses." Having contrived the subject, and disposed the scenes in his 
fancy, he took little care for the rest. Since Ronsard and Du Bellay have given reputation to our 
French poesy, every little dabbler, for aught I see, swells his words as high, and makes his 
cadences very near as harmonious as they. "More din than sense." (Seneca, Epistles, XL, 5) For 
the vulgar, there were never so many poetasters as now; but though they find it no hard matter to 
imitate their rhyme, they yet fall infinitely short of imitating the rich descriptions of the one, and 
the delicate invention of the other of these masters. 
 
But what will become of our young gentleman, if he be attacked with the sophistic subtlety of 
some syllogism? 
 

"A Westphalia ham makes a man drink,  
drink quenches thirst;  
therefore, a Westphalia ham quenches thirst." 



 
 
Why, let him laugh at it; it will be more discretion to do so, than to go about to answer it. 
 

The good style of speaking is the kind which strikes home. --Lucan, Pharsalia 
 
That eloquence prejudices the subject it would advance, that wholly attracts us to itself. And as in 
our outward habit, 'tis a ridiculous effeminacy to distinguish ourselves by a particular and unusual 
garb or fashion; so in language, to study new phrases, and to affect words that are not of current 
use, proceeds from a puerile and scholastic ambition. May I be bound to speak no other language 
than what is spoken in the market places of Paris! Aristophanes the grammarian was quite out, 
when he reprehended Epicurus for his plain way of delivering himself, and the design of his 
oratory, which was only perspicuity of speech. The imitation of words, by its own facility, 
immediately disperses itself through a whole people; but the imitation of inventing and fitly 
applying those words, is of a slower progress. The generality of readers, for having found a like 
robe, very mistakenly imagine they have the same body and inside too, whereas force and sinews 
are never to be borrowed; the gloss and outward ornament, that is, words and elocution, may. 
Most of those I converse with, speak the same language I here write; but whether they think the 
same thoughts I cannot say. The Athenians, says Plato, study fullness and elegancy of speaking; 
the Spartans affect brevity, and those of Crete to aim more at the fecundity of conception than the 
fertility of speech; and these are the best. Zeno used to say, that he had two sorts of disciples, one 
that he called philologous, curious to learn things, and these were his favorites; the other, 
logophilous, that cared for nothing but words. Not that fine speaking is not a very good and 
commendable quality; but not so excellent and so necessary as some would make it; and I am 
scandalized that our whole life should be spent in nothing else. I would first understand my own 
language, and that of my neighbors with whom most of my business and conversation lies. 
 
To return to my subject, there is nothing like alluring the appetite and affections; otherwise you 
make nothing but so many asses laden with books; by dint of the lash, you give them their 
pocketful learning to keep; whereas, to do well, you should not only lodge it with them, but make 
them espouse it. 


