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There is nothing to which nature seems so much to have inclined us, as to society; and
Aristotle, says that the good legislators had more respect to friendship than to justice.
Now the most supreme point of its perfection is this: for, generally, all those that
pleasure, profit, public or private interest create and nourish, are so much the less
beautiful and generous, and so much the less friendships, by how much they mix another
cause, and design, and fruit in friendship, than itself. Neither do the four ancient kinds,
natural, social, hospitable, venereal, either separately or jointly, make up a true and
perfect friendship.



Friendship, on the contrary, is enjoyed proportionably as it is desired; and only grows up,
is nourished and improved by enjoyment, as being of itself spiritual, and the soul growing
still more refined by practice. Under this perfect friendship, the other fleeting affections
have in my younger years found some place in me, to say nothing of him, who himself so
confesses but too much in his verses; so that I had both these passions, but always so, that
I could myself well enough distinguish them, and never in any degree of comparison with
one another; the first maintaining its flight in so lofty and so brave a place, as with
disdain to look down, and see the other flying at a far humbler pitch below.



[F]riendship has no manner of business or traffic with aught but itself. Moreover, to say
truth, the ordinary talent of women is not such as is sufficient to maintain the conference
and communication required to the support of this sacred tie; nor do they appear to be
endued with constancy of mind, to sustain the pinch of so hard and durable a knot. And
doubtless, if without this, there could be such a free and voluntary familiarity contracted,
where not only the souls might have this entire fruition, but the bodies also might share in
the alliance, and a man be engaged throughout, the friendship would certainly be more
full and perfect; but it is without example that this sex has ever yet arrived at such
perfection; and, by the common consent of the ancient schools, it is wholly rejected from
it.



For the rest, what we commonly call friends and friendships, are nothing but
acquaintance and familiarities, either occasionally contracted, or upon some design, by
means of which there happens some little intercourse betwixt our souls. But in the
friendship I speak of, they mix and work themselves into one piece, with so universal a
mixture, that there is no more sign of the seam by which they were first conjoined. If a
man should importune me to give a reason why I loved him, I find it could no otherwise
be expressed, than by making answer: because it was he, because it was I. There is,

beyond all that I am able to say, I know not what inexplicable and fated power that
brought on this union. We sought one another long before we met, and by the characters
we heard of one another, which wrought upon our affections more than, in reason, mere
reports should do; I think 'twas by some secret appointment of heaven. We embraced in
our names; and at our first meeting, which was accidentally at a great city entertainment,
we found ourselves so mutually taken with one another, so acquainted, and so endeared
betwixt ourselves, that from thenceforward nothing was so near to us as one another. He
wrote an excellent Latin satire, since printed, wherein he excuses the precipitation of our
intelligence, so suddenly come to perfection, saying, that destined to have so short a
continuance, as begun so late (for we were both full-grown men, and he some years the
older), there was no time to lose, nor were we tied to conform to the example of those
slow and regular friendships, that require so many precautions of long preliminary
conversation: This has no other idea than that of itself, and can only refer to itself: this is
no one special consideration, nor two, nor three, nor four, nor a thousand; 'tis I know not
what quintessence of all this mixture, which, seizing my whole will, carried it to plunge
and lose itself in his, and that having seized his whole will, brought it back with equal
concurrence and appetite to plunge and lose itself in mine. I may truly say lose, reserving
nothing to ourselves that was either his or mine.


Let no one, therefore, rank other common friendships with such a one as this. I have had
as much experience of these as another, and of the most perfect of their kind: but I do not
advise that any should confound the rules of the one and the other, for they would find
themselves much deceived. In those other ordinary friendships, you are to walk with
bridle in your hand, with prudence and circumspection, for in them the knot is not so sure
that a man may not half suspect it will slip. "Love him," said Chilo,—[Aulus Gellius, i.
3.]—"so as if you were one day to hate him; and hate him so as you were one day to love
him." This precept, though abominable in the sovereign and perfect friendship I speak of,
is nevertheless very sound as to the practice of the ordinary and customary ones, and to
which the saying that Aristotle had so frequent in his mouth, "O my friends, there is no
friend," may very fitly be applied. In this noble commerce, good offices, presents, and
benefits, by which other friendships are supported and maintained, do not deserve so
much as to be mentioned; and the reason is the concurrence of our wills; for, as the
kindness I have for myself receives no increase, for anything I relieve myself withal in
time of need (whatever the Stoics say), and as I do not find myself obliged to myself for
any service I do myself: so the union of such friends, being truly perfect, deprives them
of all idea of such duties, and makes them loathe and banish from their conversation these
words of division and distinction, benefits, obligation, acknowledgment, entreaty, thanks,
and the like. All things, wills, thoughts, opinions, goods, wives, children, honours, and
lives, being in effect common betwixt them, and that absolute concurrence of affections
being no other than one soul in two bodies (according to that very proper definition of
Aristotle), they can neither lend nor give anything to one another. This is the reason why
the lawgivers, to honour marriage with some resemblance of this divine alliance, interdict
all gifts betwixt man and wife; inferring by that, that all should belong to each of them,
and that they have nothing to divide or to give to each other.



If, in the friendship of which I speak, one could give to the other, the receiver of the
benefit would be the man that obliged his friend; for each of them contending and above
all things studying how to be useful to the other, he that administers the occasion is the
liberal man, in giving his friend the satisfaction of doing that towards him which above
all things he most desires.



This example is very full, if one thing were not to be objected, namely the multitude of
friends for the perfect friendship I speak of is indivisible; each one gives himself so
entirely to his friend, that he has nothing left to distribute to others: on the contrary, is
sorry that he is not double, treble, or quadruple, and that he has not many souls and many
wills, to confer them all upon this one object. Common friendships will admit of division;
one may love the beauty of this person, the good-humour of that, the liberality of a third,
the paternal affection of a fourth, the fraternal love of a fifth, and so of the rest: but this
friendship that possesses the whole soul, and there rules and sways with an absolute
sovereignty, cannot possibly admit of a rival. If two at the same time should call to you
for succour, to which of them would you run? Should they require of you contrary
offices, how could you serve them both? Should one commit a thing to your silence that
it were of importance to the other to know, how would you disengage yourself? A unique
and particular friendship dissolves all other obligations whatsoever: the secret I have
sworn not to reveal to any other, I may without perjury communicate to him who is not
another, but myself. 'Tis miracle enough certainly, for a man to double himself, and those
that talk of tripling, talk they know not of what. Nothing is extreme, that has its like; and
he who shall suppose, that of two, I love one as much as the other, that they mutually
love one another too, and love me as much as I love them, multiplies into a confraternity
the most single of units, and whereof, moreover, one alone is the hardest thing in the
world to find.

