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    Ars Recte Vivendi; Being Essays Contributed to "The Easy Chair" presents a curated selection of George William Curtis’s reflections on the art of living rightly. Drawn from his long-running Easy Chair column in Harper’s Magazine, these pieces are gathered to illuminate how principles of character, courtesy, and civic responsibility can guide daily conduct. The collection’s purpose is not encyclopedic completeness but coherence: it assembles essays that, together, map a practical ethics of modern life. The Latin title—“the art of living rightly”—signals a sustained inquiry into how judgment, restraint, and humane feeling may shape both private habits and public behavior.

The volume is composed entirely of essays. Originating as periodical pieces, they are compact, argumentative, and observational, often weaving anecdote and cultural commentary into measured moral counsel. Some topics appear in serial form, allowing extended treatment over multiple installments. A prefatory note frames the undertaking, and a concluding piece gathers its implications. There are no novels, short stories, poems, letters, or diaries here; the book’s unity is generic as well as thematic. It showcases the periodical essay at its most versatile: urbane, topical, and accessible, yet attentive to consistent standards of reasoning, evidence, tone, and public address.

Several essays address education and youth—extravagance at college, the relation of intellect to physical vigor, and the abusive rituals of hazing. Curtis uses these topics to ask how institutions form character and how personal ambition should be tempered by responsibility to others. Without narrating campus life as fiction, he examines the pressures and vanities that accompany privilege and competition. The aim is not punitive scolding but the articulation of standards by which young men might measure aspiration against integrity. In treating schooling as a crucible of citizenship, the essays link individual growth to the health of the wider community.

Manners and social life provide a second axis of inquiry. The gentleman’s soul, theater conduct, women’s dress, and the allure of secret societies invite questions about taste, status, and the ethical meanings embedded in custom. Curtis considers civility as more than surface polish: it is a practice of respect that governs how one appears in public, how one listens, and how one yields or asserts. The essays balance sympathy with scrutiny, distinguishing fashion from principle and private preference from common norms. Through this lens, decorum becomes a moral language—one that can include or exclude, elevate or degrade, depending on its use.

Personal habit and public consequence meet in the essays on tobacco and in the treatment of duelling. By examining health, courtesy, and the effects of smoke on companions and spaces, Curtis weighs individual liberty against shared environments and reciprocal obligations. The discussion of duelling situates custom in the shadow of violence, asking whether honor can be preserved without appeal to force. Throughout, the method is steady and practical: map motives, consider outcomes, and test conduct by its effects on others. These inquiries keep the focus on living among neighbors—how private choices shape common air, common safety, and common trust.

A sustained series on newspaper ethics investigates the responsibilities of a free press. Accuracy, fairness, correction of error, and the boundaries of opinion and report are examined with a view to protecting both public confidence and editorial independence. Curtis treats journalism as a civic institution whose power requires commensurate restraint. The serial form allows him to consider distinct problems—sensationalism, anonymous slander, commercial pressure—without losing sight of the core obligation to truth. The relevance here is lasting: the essays trace how standards emerge, falter, and are reclaimed, showing that ethical clarity in media is a perpetual, not a settled, achievement.

Across the collection, several hallmarks unify the work: an urbane, conversational voice; moral inquiry grounded in everyday scenes; and a commitment to reasoned appeal over invective. Curtis writes from the Easy Chair with courtesy that enacts his argument, modeling the very civility he urges. He favors example over abstraction, yet resists anecdotal excess; he qualifies, defines, and revisits claims in light of counterconsiderations. The result is a coherent ethic of conduct that links private virtue to public good. As a whole, the volume remains significant for readers of American letters and for anyone interested in how style serves conscience.
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    George William Curtis (1824–1892), born in Providence, Rhode Island, matured amid New England reform currents before settling in New York publishing circles. A onetime resident of the Brook Farm community at West Roxbury (1842–1843) and traveler in Europe and the Levant (1846–1850), he fused Transcendental moralism with cosmopolitan observation. From the mid‑1850s until his death, he wrote "The Easy Chair" for Harper’s Magazine (founded 1850), offering urbane counsel on public and private conduct. Ars Recte Vivendi, gathered posthumously by Harper & Brothers in the 1890s, distills this lifelong ethic of civic courtesy, educational seriousness, and reformist moderation, positioning everyday manners, college life, journalism, and leisure within a single moral republic.

Curtis’s career unfolded with the rise of American periodicals and the national communications web that sustained them. The magnetic telegraph (1844) and the Associated Press (1846) quickened news cycles, while cheap postage and railways knit distant readers to New York, where Harper & Brothers became a dominant house. Within Harper’s Magazine, "The Editor’s Easy Chair" offered a continuous conversation about taste, responsibility, and citizenship. This ecosystem shaped Curtis’s attention to newspaper standards, theatrical decorum, and the pedagogy of manners. Writing from Staten Island for a readership spanning Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, and beyond, he crafted norms meant to travel, binding scattered communities through shared expectations of speech, conduct, and print culture.

Urbanization and the professionalization of culture framed Curtis’s reflections on public behavior. New York’s theaters, once turbulent spaces marked by incidents like the Astor Place Riot (1849), evolved into venues of middle‑class respectability under managers such as Augustin Daly, with stars like Edwin Booth and visiting luminary Henry Irving elevating standards. The shift from rowdy pit to upholstered orchestra paralleled campaigns for temperate spectatorship and refined speech. Curtis employed these changes to argue that manners are civic infrastructure: they regulate conflict, enable art to be heard, and protect common spaces. His theater essays thus address not only playhouses but the broader transition from rough democracy to disciplined urban citizenship.

The mass expansion and reorganization of higher education informed Curtis’s counsel on student life. The Morrill Act (1862) seeded land‑grant colleges; Harvard’s President Charles W. Eliot (from 1869) introduced the elective system; intercollegiate sport grew from the first crew race (Harvard–Yale, 1852) and the first football game (Rutgers–Princeton, 1869) into a national enthusiasm under Walter Camp’s rules in the 1880s. With growth came fraternities, secret societies, and conspicuous consumption, as well as headline‑grabbing hazing. Curtis addressed extravagance, loyalty, and discipline as intertwined issues of republican education—arguing that the college should cultivate brains and brawn in due proportion, forming citizens who subordinate vanity and violence to character and service.

Curtis’s remarks on women’s dress and the "soul of the gentleman" arose from antebellum and Gilded Age debates over gender and civility. The "cult of true womanhood" met reformist critiques from dress reformers like Amelia Bloomer (early 1850s), physicians such as Mary E. Walker, and, abroad, the Rational Dress Society (London, 1881). Parallel advances in women’s higher education—Vassar (1865), Smith and Wellesley (both 1875)—challenged inherited codes. Curtis treated apparel as moral language, urging comfort, health, and dignity over display, while defining gentlemanliness as ethical steadiness rather than caste. His ideal harmonized courtesy with equality, encouraging public virtue in salon, street, lecture hall, and home alike.

Public health and moral suasion movements supplied the vocabulary for Curtis’s essays on tobacco, temperance, and manners. The American Medical Association (1847) and the ascendancy of germ theory in the 1870s reoriented discussions of personal habit toward measurable risk and communal hygiene. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union (founded 1874) soon folded anti‑tobacco work into its wider campaign, linking private vice to social cost. Municipal sanitation reforms reframed spitting, smoke, and crowd behaviors as civic hazards. Curtis translated these currents into the register of courtesy, arguing that restraint—whether in the parlor, streetcar, or club—is a species of public charity, blending health prudence with the older republican language of self‑command.

Curtis mapped the eclipse of the honor code of dueling by legal and civic norms. The Burr–Hamilton duel (1804) and the Cilley–Graves affair (1838) had once dramatized political grievance; by the postbellum decades, statute and sentiment rendered such rituals disreputable. Secret fraternities proliferated in both campus and civic life—Masons, Odd Fellows, Knights of Pythias (1864)—even as the Anti‑Masonic legacy of the 1820s warned against unaccountable power. Curtis treated secrecy, violence, and swagger as related temptations, urging open institutions and deliberative redress. The gentleman’s courage, he argued, is proved in patience, law, and responsibility, not pistols at dawn—an ethic binding college quadrangles to the halls of public office.

Politics confirmed and tested Curtis’s standards. An early Republican orator, he opposed slavery, supported Union war aims (1861–1865), and advocated Reconstruction’s civic ideals (1865–1877). As a principal editorial voice at Harper’s Weekly, he joined Thomas Nast’s campaign against the Tweed Ring (exposed in 1871), and as chair of the first U.S. Civil Service Commission (1871–1874) he pressed for merit over patronage. His Mugwump break in 1884, favoring Grover Cleveland over James G. Blaine, exemplified ethics before party. Newspaper ethics, collegiate discipline, theatrical comportment, and domestic taste converge here: Ars Recte Vivendi records a life spent forging a national code of conduct equal to a modern republic.
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    PREFACE
Curtis frames the collection as Easy Chair essays on the art of right living, applying practical morality to manners, education, and civic conduct.
EXTRAVAGANCE AT COLLEGE
Critiques lavish student spending as corrosive to scholarship and character, urging simpler habits and truer standards of merit.
BRAINS AND BRAWN
Argues for harmony between intellectual cultivation and physical vigor, praising athletics when tempered by discipline and purpose.
HAZING
Condemns hazing as cruel and unmanly, calling on student honor and institutional authority to abolish the practice.
THE SOUL OF THE GENTLEMAN
Defines the gentleman by integrity, courtesy, and courage rather than wealth or status, locating honor in everyday conduct.
THEATRE MANNERS
Addresses decorum in audiences and onstage, urging quiet, attentiveness, and respect over boorishness and sensational display.
WOMAN'S DRESS
Critiques impractical, unhealthy fashions and advocates attire that balances health, dignity, and tasteful simplicity.
SECRET SOCIETIES
Weighs the fellowship and discipline of secret orders against their tendencies to exclusiveness, intimidation, and anti-democratic secrecy.
TOBACCO AND HEALTH
Surveys tobacco’s effects on body and character, warning especially youth about habit, diminished vigor, and self-mastery.
TOBACCO AND MANNERS (I–II)
Considers the etiquette of smoking in private and public, insisting on restraint, cleanliness, and consideration for non-smokers.
DUELLING
Rejects dueling as a barbaric misreading of honor, urging recourse to law and enlightened opinion instead of personal violence.
NEWSPAPER ETHICS (I–VI)
A six-part examination of the press’s duties—accuracy, fairness, clear separation of news and opinion, prompt correction, independence from corrupt interests, and respect for private character.
THE END
Concludes by reaffirming the book’s theme: right living as the union of personal virtue with responsible citizenship.
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The publication of this collection of Essays was suggested by some remarks of a college professor, in the course of which he said that about a dozen of the "Easy Chair" Essays in Harper's Magazine so nearly cover the more vital questions of hygiene, courtesy, and morality that they might be gathered into a volume entitled "Ars Recte Vivendi," and as such they are offered to the public.
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Young Sardanapalus recently remarked that the only trouble with his life in college was that the societies and clubs, the boating and balling, and music and acting, and social occupations of many kinds, left him no time for study. He had the best disposition to treat the faculty fairly, and to devote a proper attention to various branches of learning, and he was sincerely sorry that his other college engagements made it quite impossible. Before coming to college he thought that it might be practicable to mingle a little Latin and Greek, and possibly a touch of history and mathematics, with the more pressing duties of college life; but unless you could put more hours into the day, or more days into the week, he really did not see how it could be done.

It was the life of Sardanapalus in college which was the text of some sober speeches at Commencement dinners during the summer, and of many excellent articles in the newspapers. They all expressed a feeling which has been growing very rapidly and becoming very strong among old graduates, that college is now a very different place from the college which they remembered, and that young men now spend in a college year what young men in college formerly thought would be a very handsome sum for them to spend annually when they were established in the world. If any reader should chance to recall a little book of reminiscences by Dr. Tomes, which was published a few years ago, he will have a vivid picture of the life of forty and more years ago at a small New England college; and the similar records of other colleges at that time show how it was possible for a poor clergyman starving upon a meagre salary to send son after son to college. The collegian lived in a plain room, and upon very plain fare; he had no "extras," and the decorative expense of Sardanapalus was unknown. In the vacations he taught school or worked upon the farm. He knew that his father had paid by his own hard work for every dollar that he spent, and the relaxation of the sense of the duty of economy which always accompanies great riches had not yet begun. Sixty years ago the number of Americans who did not feel that they must live by their own labor was so small that it was not a class. But there is now a class of rich men's sons.

The average rate of living at college differs. One of the newspapers, in discussing the question
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