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		Introduction

		The Art of Worldly Wisdom: A Pocket Oracle is a book of strategies for knowing, judging, and acting: for making one’s way in the world and achieving distinction and perfection. It is a collection of three hundred aphorisms too delicious not to share with friends and colleagues, too penetrating not to hide from enemies and rivals. Its ideal reader is someone whose daily occupation involves dealing with others: discovering their intentions, winning their favor and friendship, or (on the other hand) defeating their designs and “checkmating their will.” Like all aphorisms, these are meant to be read slowly, a few at a time.

		The Pocket Oracle revolves around a duality dear to the seventeenth century and to our own: it sees life as warfare involving both being and seeming, both appearance and reality. It provides advice not only for modern “image makers” and “spin doctors,” but also for the candid: for those who insist that substance, not image, is what really matters. “Do, but also seem,” is Gracián’s pithy advice (aphorism 130). It assumes that good people are those most easily duped (21)—sheep in the midst of wolves—and it teaches us to temper the innocence of the dove with the wisdom of the serpent, governing ourselves according to the way people are, rather than the way they would like to be or to appear.

		The Oracle has spoken in many tongues, has been heard with admiration and greeted with praise. It was imitated by La Rochefoucauld (who learned of it in the salon of his friend Mme de Sablé), valued by writers as diverse as Joseph Addison and Friedrich Nietzsche, and lovingly translated into German by Arthur Schopenhauer. Nietzsche observed that “Europe has never produced anything finer or more complicated in matters of moral subtlety,”1 and Schopenhauer believed the Oracle “absolutely unique”

		
			It teaches the art which all would fain practice, and is therefore a book for everyone; but it is especially fitted to be the manual of those who live in the great world, and peculiarly of young people who wish to prosper in that world. To them it gives at once and beforehand that teaching which they could otherwise only obtain through long experience. To read it once through is obviously not enough; it is a book made for constant use as occasion serves—in short, to be a companion for life.2

		

		What sort of person composed these strategies for perfection? The voice that emerges from the Oracle is not, as some have argued, an entirely cynical, Machiavellian one. Baltasar Gracián (1601-1658), a worldly Jesuit priest, felt undying hatred for human folly. But the Oracle insists on the perfectability of man and the capacity of goodness, assisted by art, to triumph over evil.3 It is true that in the Oracle perfection depends not upon religious revelation (God appears only rarely in these pages) but upon human resources and industry: attentiveness, mastery of one’s emotions, self-knowledge, and other forms of prudence. There is, however, nothing irreligious or overly “pessimistic” about this emphasis on human reason. It was, after all, from St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of his order, that Gracián learned aphorism 251: “Use human means as though divine ones didn’t exist, and divine means as though there were no human ones.” In the Oracle, Gracián has all but ignored “divine” means, aware of Ignatius’ advice and of the Spanish proverb it elaborates on: “Pray to God, but hammer away …”4 Gracián assumes, without saying so, that God helps those who help themselves.

		What is disconcertingly “modern” about this book is the apparent subordination of ethics to strategy.5 Moral generalizations, the immutable “hard rules” of ethics, yield, in these pages, to the conviction that to reach perfection one must adapt to circumstance. To achieve Gracián’s prudencia (wisdom or prudence) one avoids generalities—among them, generalizations about morals. The Oracle bids us to speak the truth but to administer it skillfully, with a touch of artifice (210); the “most practical sort of knowledge lies in dissimulation” (98). We are to be “learned with the learned, saintly with saints … observe [others’] temperaments and adapt [ourselves] accordingly” (77). The wise are as mutable as Proteus. But even mutability and dissimulation must not harden into guiding principles. Gracián’s insistence on adaptability, on metamorphosis and camouflage, reveals (an Italian philosopher reminds us) a poignant sense of man’s fragility and vulnerability.6

		Nor can Gracián be accused of indifference to the spiritual or material well-being of others. Avoid fools, he tells us repeatedly, but beyond that his injunctions are clear: “Speak what is very good, do what is very honorable” (202). “Know how to do good”: little by little, with moderation (255). “Love, if you would be loved.” Friendship is a recurrent theme, both here and in Gracián’s other works, as it was in his life, and so is conversation. As for the “pessimism” of which he is often accused, the concept is anachronistic. What many of us call “optimism”—a belief that people are basically good and that things will turn out for the best—Gracián would have regarded as a hoax of the imagination: “Hope is a great falsifier. Let good judgment keep her in check” (19).

		Like other moralists of his age, from Francis Bacon and Jeremy Taylor to Francisco de Quevedo, Gracián labored painfully toward desengaño, the state of total “disenchantment” or disillusionment in which one gains control of one’s hopes and fears, overcomes deceitful appearances and vain expectations, and weans oneself from false worldly values. Much of the Oracle, with its insistence on curbing the imagination, concerns strategies for reaching that bittersweet beatitude. To entertain no illusions about things or people was a large part of wisdom. The modern notions of pessimism and optimism seem shallow in comparison. Optimism would have seemed out of place, anyway, in seventeenth-century Spain—the Spain of Velásquez and Zurbarán—a kingdom in social turmoil and political decline. Like Quevedo, Gracián had the sense that his country’s moral strength was waning. From time to time we hear a melancholy, unmistakably elegiac sigh: “Good conduct has departed, debts of gratitude now go unpaid, and few people give others the treatment they deserve …” (280). Only strategy—incessant plotting against one’s own weaknesses and those of others—allows us to push forward to perfection. “It takes more to make one sage today than it did to make the seven of Greece” (1).

		What of Gracián’s own life, his own struggle toward worldly wisdom? It was not, as so many have written, an entirely uneventful one. He was born in 1601 in Belmonte, a village in Aragón,7 not far from the birthplace of the great Latin satirist Martial, a coincidence which must have delighted him (Gracián’s allegorical novel El criticón, or The Master Critic, is one of the most forceful satires ever written by a Spaniard). As an adolescent he studied philosophy and letters in Toledo and Zaragoza and in 1619, at the age of 18, entered the novitiate of the Jesuit order. For the remaining fifty years of his life Gracián labored as chaplain and confessor, preacher, professor, and administrator (he was rector and vice-rector of several Jesuit colleges). Though he never held an important position in public life, he kept company with those who did, and his aphorisms draw on long and careful observation of human behavior, both in peace and in warfare. As a young man, he served as confessor of the Viceroy of Aragón, the Neapolitan aristocrat Francesco Maria Carafa, accompanying him on several occasions to the court, and in 1646, in the bleakest days of the Revolt of Catalonia, Gracián served as chaplain of the royal armies that freed the Aragonese city of Lérida from the French. The only chaplain who neither fell ill nor was captured, Gracián went bravely to the front lines and, he says proudly in a letter, “exhorted the troops as they went into battle.” The soldiers hailed him, he says, as “el Padre de la Victoria.”

		When he extols friendship as a pleasant way to acquire learning (11), he is thinking, no doubt, of blissful hours spent in the salon and library of his friend and protector Vicencio Juan de Lastanosa, six years younger than he, one of the wealthiest and most learned of seventeenth-century Spanish humanists. Lastanosa was patron of an important literary and cultural athenaeum, a true microcosm of all human learning, and it would be difficult to exaggerate his importance to Gracián. Gracián’s first assignment after he took his vows was to the Jesuit College at Huesca, an ancient town to the northeast of Zaragoza. From the college it was only a few tempting steps to the Lastanosa mansion, an astoundingly rich Baroque “museum” of books and manuscripts, paintings (Titian, Dürer, Tintoretto, Ribera), sculpture, and objects of classical antiquity; there were, Lastanosa once wrote, “more than eight thousand coins and medals of Greek and Roman emperors … and two thousand cameos and stones from ancient rings.”8 Lastanosa was especially proud of his library, his collection of armor, and his botanical gardens, whose rare plants, trees, and shrubs were cared for by eight French gardeners, several of whom had held that post for more than half a century. There was even a small zoological garden: “in four caves, behind strong bars, were a tiger, a leopard, a bear and a lion. In a cage, two voracious ostriches.” To Lastanosa’s literary and cultural treasures, Gracián was granted access: an incalculable boon for one who thirsted for esthetic perfection and infallible taste, and hungered to “be vulgar in nothing” (28). It was Lastanosa who paid for the publication of several of Gracián’s books, and many of the aphorisms of The Art of Worldly Wisdom may have been tried out for the first time on listeners in his salon.

		The records of the Jesuits give us a glimpse of Gracián as priest and administrator, and he seems less stern, less forbidding in those pages than in these. In 1637, for example, he is rebuked for having been too lenient toward a fellow Jesuit guilty of “weakness” (flaqueza) with the opposite sex. A year later, the general of the Jesuit order suggests, from Rome, that Padre Gracián be reassigned: “… because he is a cross and a burden to his superiors, a source of problems and disturbances …, and because, displaying little prudence, he has been caring for the child of one who has left the order, asking for money to support him; and [also] because he has published a book, under the name of a brother of his.”

		The book alluded to is his first, El Héroe, The Hero (1637, 1639), an imaginary portrait of the perfect leader. Other treatises followed, most of them published (as the Oracle was) under the same pseudonym, Lorenzo Gracián, without permission from the Jesuit order: El politico (1640, 1646), in which he ponders the political and moral greatness of King Ferdinand; Arte de ingenio (1642, 1648), a treatise on style and poetic conceit, with examples from a multitude of classical and Spanish authors; El discreto (1646), translated into English (1730) as The complete gentleman, or a description of the several qualifications both natural and acquired, that are necessary to form a great man), a book in the tradition of Castiglione’s Courtier.9

		Over the years Gracián was warned repeatedly not to publish his works without permission. So troubling was his continual disobedience that when he published the third and final volume of his masterpiece El criticón, a vast satirical allegory of human existence, he was removed from his chair of Sacred Scripture in Zaragoza and “exiled” to the country town where he died. From Rome came instructions to watch him closely, “to observe his hands,” to “visit his room from time to time,” and look over his papers. Were he to write anything against the Jesuits, he was to be locked up and forbidden the use of paper, pen, and ink. Not that his writings were regarded as heretical. It was somewhat unseemly for a Jesuit priest to write so brilliantly on worldly wisdom and on political behavior, but the Jesuits never accused Gracián of contradicting Catholic doctrine. What rankled his superiors was his persistent disobedience, and perhaps his nonchalance. “I am prohibited from publishing,” he writes in 1653, “and have no lack of envious people. But I bear it all patiently, and am still able to eat lunch and dinner, to sleep, etc.” Gracián’s enemies cruelly exploited his problems with his superiors, and some of their allegations are delightful: in a sermon delivered in Valencia, Gracián is said to have told his listeners that he was reading from a letter he had just received from hell.

		No doubt he was a difficult person, with a large dose of the stubbornness for which the Aragonese are famous. The Jesuits left a record of his prevailing humors: “biliosus, melancolicus” in 1628, “colericus, biliosus” in 1651 and, the year of his death, “complexio colerica.” The author of The Art of Worldly Wisdom, a paean to prudence, is said to possess ingenium bonum (good intelligence) but, after 1645, his powers of judgment (indicium), his prudence, and his experience of things are found less than normal, or barely satisfactory: “iudicium infra mediocritatem” (1651); iudicium mediocre; prudentia non multa; experientia rerum mediocris” (1655).10 Were his fellow Jesuits right? Gracián may have shown poor judgment in publishing almost all of his works without authorization. But Time acquitted him. His works emerged unscathed, he won immortality, and no one remembers his accusers.

		Even Gracián’s style aroused animosity, and it continues to do so among those who have no time for brevity. He is one of the most laconic writers of the seventeenth century, a period when European humanists, heeding Justus Lipsius’ call for brevity, delighted in Seneca and Tacitus and lost their taste for copious Cicero. Many of Gracián’s stylistic habits are easy to recognize even in translation: antithesis and paradox; the constant use of ellipses; the concentration of meaning brought about by punning and other sorts of wordplay; the lack of connective tissue between one sentence—one point—and another (notice that there is often an abrupt transition between aphorism and commentary, and that the commentaries themselves often seem disjointed and fragmentary). These traits are more than idiosyncracies: they arise from a vision of human nature. The stylistic values reflected in these pages—wit, intensity, concision, subtlety—are also rules for wise living. For Gracián, living is a high art. Esthetic strategies correspond to moral ones. In other words, the author’s relations with the reader are analogous to the reader’s relations to those around him.11 The author fences with the reader, withholds his meaning, disguises his intentions, avoids putting all of his cards on the table, keeps matters in suspense, and uses obscurity to awaken admiration and reverence: the reverence due an oracle. “The truths that matter most to us,” Gracián writes self-reflectively, “are always half-spoken, fully understood only by the prudent” (25); “secrecy has the feel of divinity” (160).

		Gracián does not mingle with the common reader, does not court his affection; he knows that affection spoils veneration and that familiarity breeds contempt (177). He does not want his writing and thinking to please the crowd (28, 245). He would have agreed with Luis de Góngora, Spain’s great Baroque poet, who defended his Solitudes with these contemptuous words:

		
			It has been a matter of honor to me to make myself obscure to the ignorant, for that is what distinguishes the learned; to speak in a style that seems Greek to the ignorant, for precious pearls should not be cast before swine.12

		

		Despite Gracián’s authorial aloofness, the Oracle has delighted many thousands of readers. Perhaps that aloofness is a strategy for success. “Another trick,” he writes, “is to offer something only to those in the know, for everyone believes himself an expert, and the person who isn’t will want to be one. Never praise things for being easy or common: you’ll make them seem vulgar and facile. Everybody goes for something unique” (150).

		As with Góngora, it is pleasant to divine Gracián’s meaning, lingering over a few aphorisms at a time. No doubt the ellipses and zigzags of his thought have contributed to the Oracle’s lasting appeal. “Don’t express your ideas too clearly […] To be valued, things must be difficult: if they can’t understand you, people will think more highly of you” (253). The aphorisms are not arranged as a system. The Spanish critic Gonzalo Sobejano once observed that they come upon us with the chaos of life itself, reproducing “the chaotic randomness of pure experience.”13 This is surely the best of authorial defenses: “it is easy to kill the bird that flies in a straight line, but not the one that changes its line of flight” (17). Not that the book itself is organized chaotically. Gracán’s approach is dialectical: as happens with popular proverbs, one aphorism offsets another, contradicting or complementing it, and moral phenomena are viewed from different perspectives. One fragment tells us how to perform a maneuver, another, how to defend ourselves from it.

		As for brevity, it too is both an esthetic ideal and a strategy for survival. Say less, and you—as author or reader—will be less likely to be discovered, contradicted, proven wrong. “Speak as though you were writing your testament: the fewer words, the fewer lawsuits” (160). And “good things, if brief, [are] twice good.” True, certainly, of translators’ prefaces!

		This translation follows upon seven previous English versions, only two of which I have been able to consult. The Oracle’s translators—one for each day of the week—are as follows: Anonymous, 1685; John J. Savage, 1702; Joseph Jacobs, 1892; Martin Fischer, 1934; Otto Eisenschiml, 1947; L. B. Walton, 1953; and Lawrence C. Lockley, 1967. To the Jacobs translation I have occasionally gone for help: not with questions about the meaning, but looking for solutions for Gracián’s puns. “You may think you’ll share pears, but you’ll share only the parings” was the clever way Jacobs rendered an untranslatable sentence (237) about peras (pears) and piedras (stones), and I have gladly picked up those peelings.

		Unlike that of Jacobs, this translation draws on the splendid critical edition of Miguel Romera-Navarro,14 based on the only extant copy of the first edition (Huesca, 1647). Romera-Navarro sensed that his annotations would guide future translators, and that providence is cause for deep gratitude. I am grateful also to Harriet Rubin of Doubleday/Currency, an editor of uncommon taste, who believed that Gracián’s delightful Oracle belongs in the pockets and hearts of contemporary readers.

		Christopher Maurer

		Vanderbilt University

		May, 1991

		
			1. From a letter to Peter Gast, 1884. In a note of 1873, Nietzsche writes: “In his experience of life, Gracián shows a wisdom and perspicacity that cannot be compared with anything today.” See André Rouveyre, Supplément a L’Homme de Cour de Baltasar Gracián (Paris: Trianon, 1928), pp. 21-22.

			2. M. E. Grant Duff, “Baltasar Gracián,” Fortnightly Review, XXI (March, 1877), p. 328. Schopenhauer’s translation was published posthumously in 1862.
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		1 All has reached perfection, and becoming a true person* is the greatest perfection of all. It takes more to make one sage today than it did to make the seven of Greece. And you need more resources to deal with a single person these days than with an entire nation in times past.

		
			*For Gracián, not everyone is a true “person” (persona). One becomes a “person” (and not merely a man or woman) by striving for moral perfection.

		

	
		 

		2 Character and intelligence. The poles your talent spins on, displaying your gifts. One without the other brings only half of success. It isn’t enough to be intelligent; you must also have the right character. The fool fails by behaving without regard to his condition, position, origin, or friendships.

	
		 

		3 Keep matters in suspense. Successes that are novel win admiration. Being too obvious is neither useful nor tasteful. By not declaring yourself immediately you will keep people guessing, especially if your position is important enough to awaken expectations. Mystery by its very arcaneness causes veneration. Even when revealing yourself, avoid total frankness, and don’t everyone look inside you. Cautious silence is where prudence takes refuge. Once declared, resolutions are never esteemed, and they lie open to criticism. If they turn out badly, you will be twice unfortunate. If you want people to watch and wait on you, imitate the divinity.

	
		 

		4 Knowledge and courage take turns at greatness. Because they are immortal, they can make you so. You are as much as you know, and if you are wise you can do anything. The uninformed person is a dark world unto himself. Judgment and strength: eyes and hands. Without courage, wisdom bears no fruit.

	
		 

		5 Make people depend on you. A god is made not by adorning the statue but by adoring it. He who is truly shrewd would rather have people need him than thank him. Vulgar gratitude is worth less than polite hope, for hope remembers and gratitude forgets. You will get more from dependence than from courtesy. He who has already drunk turns his back on the well, and the orange already squeezed turns from gold into mud. When there is no longer dependence, good manners disappear, and so does esteem. The most important lesson experience teaches is to maintain dependence, and entertain it without satisfying it. This can hold even a king. But don’t carry it too far, leading others astray by your silence or making their ills incurable for your own good.

	
		 

		6 Reach perfection. No one is born that way. Perfect yourself daily, both personally and professionally, until you become a consummate being, rounding off your gifts and reaching eminence. Signs of the perfect person: elevated taste, a pure intelligence, a clear will, ripeness of judgment. Some people are never complete and are always lacking something. Others take a long time to form themselves. The consummate person—wise in speech, prudent in deeds—is admitted to, and even desired by, the singular society of the discreet.

	
		 

		7 Don’t outshine your boss. Being defeated is hateful, and besting one’s boss is either foolish or fatal. Superiority is always odious, especially to superiors and sovereigns. The common sort of advantages can be cautiously hidden, as beauty is hidden with a touch of artful neglect. Most people do not mind being surpassed in good fortune, character, or temperament, but no one, especially not a sovereign, likes to be surpassed in intelligence. For this is the king of attributes, and any crime against it is lèse-majesté. Sovereigns want to be so in what is most important. Princes like to be helped, but not surpassed. When you counsel someone, you should appear to be reminding him of something he had forgotten, not of the light he was unable to see. It is the stars who teach us this subtlety. They are brilliant sons, but they never dare to outshine the sun.

	
		 

		8 Not to be swayed by passions: the highest spiritual quality of all. Let your superiority keep you from succumbing to vulgar, passing impressions. No mastery is greater than mastering yourself and your own passions: it is a triumph of the will. Even when passion affects your person, don’t let it affect your position, least of all when the position is an important one. This is a wise way to avoid trouble and a shortcut to the esteem of others.

	
		 

		9 Avoid the defects of your country. Water shares the good and bad qualities of the beds through which it runs; people share those of the region where they are born. Some owe more than others to their mother country or city, for they were born under favorable skies. No country, not even the most refined, has ever escaped some innate defect or other, and these weaknesses are seized on by neighboring countries as defense or consolation. It is a triumph to correct, or at least dissimulate, such national faults. By doing so, you will be revered as unqiue among your people; for what is least expected is most valued. Other defects are caused by one’s lineage, condition, occupation, and by the times. If all these defects come together in one person, and no care is taken to foresee and correct them, they produce an intolerable monster.

	
		 

		10 Fame and fortune. One is inconstant, the other firm. The latter helps us live, the former helps us later. Fortune against envy, fame against oblivion. You can wish for fortune, and sometimes nurture it with your efforts, but all fame requires constant work. A desire for renown is born from strength and vigor. Fame is—has always been—the sister of giants. It always goes to extremes: monsters or prodigies, abomination or applause.

	
		 

		11 Associate with those you can learn from. Let friendly relations be a school of erudition, and conversation, refined teaching. Make your friends your teachers and blend the usefulness of learning with the pleasure of conversation. Enjoy the company of people of understanding. What you say will be rewarded with applause; what you hear, with learning. What draws us to others, ordinarily, is our own interest, and here that interest is ennobled. The prudent frequent the homes of courtly heroes: theaters of heroism, not palaces of vanity. Some are renowned for their learning and good judgment: oracles of all greatness through example and friendship. Those who accompany them form a courtly academy of gallant discretion and wisdom.

		[image: ]

	
		 

		12 Nature and art, material and labor. All beauty requires help. Perfection turns into barbarism unless ennobled by artifice. Artifice rescues the bad and perfects the good. Nature often lets us down when we most need her; let us turn to art. The best disposition is unrefined without her, and perfection is only half itself without culture. People seem rough and rude without artifice. Perfection requires polish.

	
		 

		13 Act on the intentions of others: their ulterior and superior motives. Man’s life on earth is a militia against malicia, or malice. Cunning arms itself with strategies of intention. It never does what it indicates. It takes aim deceptively, feints nonchalantly in the air, and delivers its blow, acting upon unforeseen reality with attentive dissimulation. To win the attention and confidence of others, it hints at its intention. But immediately it turns against that intention and conquers through surprise. The penetrating intelligence heads off cunning with close observation, ambushes it with caution, understands the opposite of what cunning wanted it to understand, and immediately identifies false intentions. Intelligence allows the first intention to pass by, and awaits the second one, and even the third. Simulation grows even greater seeing that its guile has been penetrated, and tries to deceive by telling the truth. Changing strategies, it beguiles us with its apparent lack of guile. It bases its cunning on the greatest candor. But observation comes forward, sees through all this, and discovers the shadows that are cloaked in light. It deciphers intention, which is most hidden when most simple. Thus does the cunning of Python* struggle against the candor of the penetrating rays of Apollo.

		
			*The huge serpent killed by Apollo at the foot of Parnassus.

		

	
		 

		14 Both reality and manner. Substance is not “stance” enough: you must also heed circumstance. The wrong manner turns everything sour, even justice and reason. The right one makes up for everything: it turns a “no” golden, sweetens truth, and makes even old age look pretty. The “how” of things is very important, and a pleasant manner captures the affection of others. A bel portarse is precious in life. Speak and act well and you will get out of any difficult situation.

	
		 

		15 Surround yourself with auxiliary wits. Things turn out well for the powerful when they are surrounded by people of great understanding who can get them out of the tight situations where their ignorance has placed them, and take their place in battling difficulty. It is singular greatness to use wise people: better than the barbaric taste of Tigranes,* who wanted to enslave the kings he conquered. This is a new way of mastering others, in what matters most in life: skillfully make servants of those whom nature made superior. We have little to live and much to know, and you cannot live if you do not know. It takes uncommon skill to study and learn without effort: to study much through many, and know more than all of them together. Do this and you will go to a gathering and speak for many. You will speak for as many sages as counseled you, and will win fame as an oracle thanks to the sweat of others. Choose a subject, and let those around you serve up quintessential knowledge. If you can’t make knowledge your servant, make it your friend.

		
			*King of Armenia (first century B.C.) who conquered Parthia and often appeared in public attended by the princes he had defeated.
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