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      INTRODUCTION

      C’est une véritable réhabilitation qu’entreprit Sainte-Beuve en dédiant un sonnet « expiatoire » à Ronsard dont la gloire n’avait pas survécu aux attaques de l’école dite classique. « Enfin Malherbe vint », s’écriait Boileau après avoir dénoncé le « faste pédantesque » de celui qui, au siècle précédent, avait été le prince incontesté des poètes… Ce Malherbe avait effacé, d’une plume rageuse, plus de la moitié des œuvres de Ronsard — « Vous trouvez donc bons les vers que vous avez épargnés », lui dirent ses amis — Malherbe se fâcha et effaça le reste… Pour deux siècles.1



      

      This passage, taken from a popular publication, manages to sum up rather neatly what seems to be the general belief as to Ronsard’s literary fortunes during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. His “glory,” so great at the time of his death, was soon dimmed by the attacks of Malherbe (attacks epitomized in the often-repeated tale of Malherbe’s disfigurement of a volume of Ronsard’s verse)2
 and two generations later was extinguished by Boileau who, in a passage of the Art poétique
 that contains what is certainly one of the most famous hémistiches
 in the French language,3
 settled once and for all, as far as the age of classicism was concerned, Ronsard’s reputation. From 1674 until 1828, the date of Sainte-Beuve’s resuscitation of Ronsard in his Tableau historique et critique de la poésie française et du théâtre français au seizième siècle
, the great Vendômois languished in complete obscurity.

      Such a point of view is valid only as the most superficial kind of generalization. That Ronsard’s exalted reputation in French letters, at the end of the sixteenth century, suffered a rapid decline, a decline from which it did not recover until the third decade of the nineteenth century, cannot be denied ; but as early as the 1870’s, critics and scholars in France and elsewhere were beginning to show that what we commonly accept as the history of Ronsard’s reputation is, in fact, a great oversimplification. We have been told that in 1585 he was worshiped to the point of idolatry but that barely a quarter of a century later adulation had turned into complete scorn. Yet now we can see that the reputation which Ronsard enjoyed in the fifties and sixties had changed somewhat by the time of his death ; by then, his position as leading poet of the age was perhaps more official than real and he already, by 1585, appeared a little old-fashioned. To some extent, the ground was being prepared for Malherbe. At the other end of the scale, we find the supposedly complete obscurity into which he had fallen by 1750. But modern scholarship has shown that even at this time a few voices, however feeble, were raised in his defense and a few of his poems still found their way into the endless stream of anthologies of the period : he was never completely forgotten. Finally, and without wishing to depreciate the work of Sainte-Beuve, one may see that beginning in the 1780’s the way was being cleared for a revival of interest in Ronsard’s works.

      Much of the research necessary to achieving a truer picture of critical attitude toward Ronsard during the period 1585 to 1828 has been accomplished during the past seventy-five years, particularly since 1900. The proliferation of books and articles on Ronsard which began to appear within thirty years of Sainte-Beuve’s Tableau
, produced, along with works on every conceivable aspect of Ronsard’s life and poetry, a comparatively small number of studies of the poet’s fortunes during the “dark ages” of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In addition, authors of many books on Ronsard devoted at least a few paragraphs to this problem, although the majority contented themselves with simply repeating the most famous comments on Ronsard : Balzac’s, Arnauld’s, Boileau’s, La Bruyère’s.1
 Several articles, discussed below, contributed much more to our understanding.

      One of the major problems for the earliest post-Tableau
 critics was the defense of Ronsard against the still deeply-entrenched beliefs inherited from the eighteenth century. Sainte-Beuve’s championship of Ronsard had its effect, certainly, but we tend to overlook the fact that his favorable views were far from being immediately accepted, and it was not until the first decade of this century that the faintheartedness of part of his defense was recognized.2
 One of the earliest techniques used to bring about a more just appreciation of Ronsard was to discuss the comments of writers like Balzac and Boileau in order to show the invalidity of their statements and the weakness of their scholarship.

      Among the first articles was “Ronsard et M. Michelet,” by Joseph Boulmier, which appeared in 1856. Boulmier is answering Michelet’s violent attack on Ronsard : “Nous pensions que cette injuste sentence avait été définitivement infirmée par la critique moderne, et que personne au monde ne songerait plus à la formuler de nouveau. Le vaillant chef de la Pléiade nous paraissait avoir conquis, à tout jamais, le haut rang qu’il mérite dans notre histoire littéraire. Aussi notre surprise, notre douleur même, a-t-elle été grande quand nous avons lu dans le dernier volume de M. Michelet, un passage relatif à Ronsard, et qui n’est autre chose que le commentaire, en prose acerbe, des vers tombés comme un oracle de la plume infaillible de Despréaux. »1



      In 1857, a notable year in French letters, Prosper Blanchemain brought out the first volume of his edition of the complete works of Ronsard, the first since 1630.2
 The last volume of this edition, published in 1867, contained a collection of laudatory poems in honor of Ronsard by several nineteenth-century poets of the second rank : Banville, Coppée, Sully Prudhomme, and others.3
 Blanchemain’s accomplishment was considerable, although to modern eyes his almost slavish devotion to all of Sainte-Beuve’s dicta
 is somewhat disappointing. He comments on the “silence de plus en plus complet” which surrounded Ronsard’s name during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but he does note a few of the anthologies which reprinted some of Ronsard’s poems during this period.4
 He closes his commentary by saying : “Je rends grâce enfin aux poètes du XIXe
 siècle qui ont acclamé le poète du XVIe
, vengeant par un hommage inouï la mémoire d’un grand homme, qui renaît glorieux après trois siècles d’injustice et d’oubli.”5
 (Blanchemain’s enthusiasm evidently rendered him incapable of counting centuries.)

      J.-J. Bozérian, writing in 1863, attacks Boileau : “Cet esprit de dénigrement, fruit des rivalités d’école, était manifestement exagéré. Une condamnation aussi rigoureuse ne pouvait être maintenue.”6
 Bozérian goes on to discuss the Ronsard revival inaugurated by the Romantics but concludes :

      
        Toutefois ils ne réussirent point à relever le piédestal que le dix-septième siècle avait renversé.

        L’arrêt prononcé contre Ronsard ne sera jamais cassé. On pourra, en se rappelant le courage de sa tentative lui savoir gré des genres qu’il a successivement abordés ; on pourra se souvenir longtemps de la noblesse et de la majesté dont il a paré certains sujets, de la délicatesse et de la sensibilité dont il a animé certains autres… ; mais on n’oubliera pas l’exagération de son système, ses violences maladroites à l’égard de notre langue, les tortures inutiles qu’il a fait subir trop souvent à ses phrases mal sonnantes ; on n’oubliera pas non plus l’obscurité de ses images, le mauvais goût de ses comparaisons ; on n’oubliera pas enfin ses néologismes aventureux et ses barbarismes prémédités.

        Ronsard ne pouvait être acquitté par des juges impartiaux ; il a été condamné, il devait l’être (p. 68).

      

      These comments, coming, as they do, thirty-five years after Sainte-Beuve’s Tableau
, illustrate clearly how well entrenched were the judgments and prejudices of the ancien régime
. Although Bozérian attacked Boileau, his comments parallel remarkably those of the législateur du Parnasse
. Moreover, such beliefs continued long after 1863 among a substantial number of critics.

      In 1891 appeared Ferdinand Brunot’s important study, La Doctrine de Malherbe d’après son commentaire sur Desportes
. Brunot pointed out, in his discussion of the growth of Malherbe’s influence, that Ronsard had advocates well into the seventeenth century : “On parlera de lui longtemps encore — non seulement sous le chaume — mais dans les salons de Paris et jusqu’à l’arrivée de Boileau, il recevra une foule d’hommages” (p. 558). However, Brunot asserts that most of Ronsard’s admirers in the first half of the century were members of the more conservative provincial centers whose taste was considered to be reactionary in comparison with the more up-to-date views of the leaders of literary fashions in the capital. Since this period of Ronsard’s decline was coincidental with the era which saw the coming to literary dominance, indeed, dictatorship, of Paris, it is no wonder that Ronsard’s advocates were fighting a lost cause. Brunot also feels that the few leading figures, Régnier, Théophile, Mlle. de Gournay, who seemed to favor Ronsard, were really not so much interested in defending and praising him as in attacking Malherbe. Their liking for Ronsard was, in effect, back-handed and negative. Finally Brunot points out that even those who admired him most did not imitate him. In spite of his reservations, however, Brunot was one of the first to show that Ronsard’s fall from grace was not nearly so abrupt as generally supposed.1



      The first really substantial article on the subject of Ronsard’s fortunes appeared in 1907 ; it remains among the most influential and it is certainly the most frequently cited : “Comment le XVIIe
 et le XVIIIe
 siècles ont jugé Ronsard,”1
 by Max Fuchs. Fuchs’ main contention, in 1907 a highly original one, was that Ronsard was well known and frequently read well into the seventeenth century and that even the eighteenth century paid more attention to him than had been previously supposed. Opinions were divided concerning Ronsard, the vast majority, after Boileau, being completely against him ; however, although “Ronsard était de moins en moins en faveur, rien ne prouve qu’il ait été complètement oublié” (IX, 8). Fuchs brought to the attention of twentieth-century critics the comments on Ronsard by Charles Sorel, Chapelain, Sarasin, Brécourt, Mlle. de Scudéry, Baillet, Guéret, Charpentier, Fontenelle, La Motte, Moreri, Mervesin, Niceron, and others, and showed how, beginning about 1750, a movement of rehabilitation began, reaching its climax with Sainte-Beuve. He concluded : “La gloire de Ronsard ne me paraît pas s’être éclipsée brusquement et être ressuscitée de même. Elle a suivi, comme dirait un mathématicien, une courbe qui passe par un minimum” (IX, 71).

      Paul Laumonier’s influential Ronsard, poète lyrique
 was published in 1909.2
 In this work, he pointed out the unacknowledged debt of the seventeenth century to the Pléiade, the seeds of classicism sown by Ronsard and his group. All the victims of Boileau can claim Ronsard as an ancestor, but so should all those whom Boileau praised. Laumonier goes on to maintain that one of the main reasons for Ronsard’s decline was his excès
 and his overuse of classical metaphor and allusion, rather than his use of neologisms :

      
        Il ne prit pas le temps de peser et de choisir ses emprunts à la poésie gréco-latine… On dira qu’il ne voulait pas écrire pour le « vulgaire ». C’est vrai. Mais c’était déjà une grave erreur ; et il en commettait une autre en pensant que poésie aristocratique est synonyme de poésie érudite, et que la haute société comprendrait sans effort ce tissu d’allusions abstruses.3



      

      However, Laumonier indicated the two great errors of the seventeenth-century critics : they confused and judged Ronsard with his weak successors and imitators ; indeed, Ronsard may have had a presentiment that as the “tête de tous il paierait pour tous, et c’est ce qui arriva” (p. 724). The second error was that they judged Ronsard’s work en bloc
, not bothering to see what was good and great, but condemning all. Finally, Laumonier discussed Sainte-Beuve’s work on Ronsard and stated that in spite of Sainte-Beuve’s somewhat cautious praise and occasional misunderstanding of the poet, he had taught the “monde des poètes à lire dans Ronsard” (p. 727).

      Lucien Pinvert brought out, in 1911, a twenty-eight page pamphlet entitled La Condamnation de Ronsard au XVIIe
 siècle
.4
 His principal contribution was his recognition of the fact that both Molière and Racine parodied Ronsard in their works and that their doing so, along with La Fontaine’s attack on him, prove that Ronsard was anything but forgotten, but well known enough to warrant parody (pp. 15 ff.). Indeed, both Racine and La Fontaine took inspiration from his poetry and the attack of La Fontaine was possibly only lip service to the “opinion officielle” (p. 20).

      1912 saw the publication of Daniel Mornet’s Le Romantisme...
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