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Love: To regard with the affection of a friend.


Dr Johnson




 





He who has not lived before 1789 has not experienced the true sweetness of life.


Talleyrand
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Fear and Flight
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Patron and exile, captured by Allan Ramsey in 1766











 










 







 







The rank which the two men held in the Republic of Letters was so high, the interest which their strife exerted was so great, and the spectators of the contest were so eminent that even at this time it deserves to be carefully studied.


G. Birkbeck Hill (ed.), Letters of David Hume to William Strahan





On the evening of 10 January 1766, the weather in the English Channel was foul – stormy, wet and cold. That night, after being held in harbour by unfavourable winds, a packet boat beat its way, rolling and plunging, from Calais to Dover. Among the passengers were two men who had met for the first time some three weeks earlier in Paris, a British diplomat and a Swiss refugee. The refugee was accompanied by his beloved dog, Sultan, small and brown with a curly tail. The diplomat stayed below, tormented by sea sickness. The refugee remained on deck all night; the frozen sailors marvelled at his hardiness.


If the ship had foundered, she would have carried to the bottom of the Channel two of the most influential thinkers of the eighteenth century.


The diplomat was David Hume. His contributions to philosophy – on induction, causation, necessity, personal identity, morality, and theism – are of such enduring importance that his name belongs in the league of the most elite philosophers, the league that would also include Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant and Wittgenstein. A contemporary and friend of Adam Smith’s, he paved the way to modern economics; he also modernized historiography.


The refugee was Jean-Jacques Rousseau. His intellectual range and achievements were equally staggering. He made epochal contributions to political theory, literature and education. His autobiography, the Confessions, was a stunningly original work, one that has spawned countless successors but still sets the standard for a narrative of self-revelation and artistic development. Émile, his educational tract, transformed the debate about the upbringing of children and was instrumental in altering our perceptions of childhood. On the Social Contract, his most significant political publication, has been cited as an inspiration for generations of revolutionaries. More fundamentally, Rousseau altered the way we view ourselves, our emotions and our relationship to society and to the natural world.


The circumstances in which they travelled together could not have differed more. David Hume was returning to London at the end of his service as secretary of the British embassy in Paris. His twenty-six months in office had been a triumph, perhaps the happiest time of his life. He had been the darling of the Paris salons, the hothouses of the French Enlightenment, winning acclaim for his decency as well as his intellect. He was awarded the appellation le bon David in tribute to his nobility of character.


Hume’s generosity towards a stranger in distress seemed at one with his good nature. He had accepted the burden of arranging refuge in England for the fifty-three-year-old Rousseau, whose books and pamphlets had aroused such intense religious and political opposition that he had been driven from domicile in France and then from asylum in his native Switzerland, where a mob, whipped up by a priest, had stoned his house. Recognizing the lethal potency of his pen, the local authorities were determined to rid themselves of so subversive a figure.




*





For ten years, Rousseau had sensed himself a man under siege. Convinced of plots against him, with his freedom threatened by the French and Swiss authorities, with his inability to find a permanent resting place, driven from one refuge to another, Rousseau had come to regard persecution as his lot, even his badge of honour. It fitted with his resolution, taken long before, to live alone, away from the world of men. This solitary life did not preclude friendship, but for Rousseau friendship had to be engaged in unequivocally – it involved the total transparency of one person’s heart to another’s. It was possible only between equals and was incompatible with any form of servitude.


However, Rousseau was now dependent on Hume for survival in a country where he knew no one and could not speak the language. He had left behind, in Switzerland, Thérèse Le Vasseur, the former scullery maid who was his steadfast companion, acting as his gouvernante or housekeeper, for over thirty years. Rousseau was immensely fond of her, needing her by his side and longing for her when they were separated. Sultan, at least, was with him. Rousseau’s emotions about Sultan were sufficiently intense to amaze onlookers. The one-time dog-owning Hume said, ‘His affection for that creature is above all expression or conception.’


For much of his adult life, a second creature had kept Rousseau company.


‘It seems plain’, said Friedrich Grimm, the self-appointed cultural correspondent to the courts of Europe, ‘that [Rousseau] takes with him a companion who will not suffer him to rest in peace.’ This agitated companion, just as inseparable from Rousseau as Sultan and forever growling at his heels, was the writer’s deeply rooted belief that the world was hostile and treacherous, ready at any moment to betray him.


The boat docked at Dover at midday on 11 January. Setting foot on English soil, Rousseau embraced Hume, not uttering a word, and covered Hume’s face with kisses and tears. Just after the travellers arrived in London, Hume wrote to his brother, ‘I think I could live with [Rousseau] all my life in mutual friendship   and esteem.’ Blithely, the letter continued, ‘I believe that one great source of our concord is that neither he nor I are disputatious.’


In Paris, Hume had communed with many of the intellectual luminaries and leading hostesses of the age. Yet, even during the French Enlightenment, with received notions, institutions and cultures under challenge from radical thinkers in every area of life, no other radical thinker was quite like Rousseau. In all his benevolence, had Hume, le bon David, any real idea of what he had taken on?
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Simple Soul
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Mme de Warens: she brought young men into the bosom of the Catholic Church











 










 







 







Issues from the hand of God the simple soul.


T. S. Eliot, Animula





‘My birth was the first of my misfortunes,’ Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote in the Confessions. He was born in Geneva on 28 June 1712, the second son of Isaac Rousseau, a watchmaker, and Susan Bernard, the daughter of a Genevan Calvinist minister. His mother died ten days later. Although he remarried, recorded Rousseau, his father never fully recovered from his wife’s death. Because he saw her in his infant second son, his embraces of Jean-Jacques were always grief-laden. A half-century later, Rousseau vividly recalled how, when his father suggested that they should talk about the mother, he replied, ‘Very well, Father, but we are sure to cry.’


For a child suffering from devastating loss and its concomitant anger and yearning, such demands must have been traumatic. Little wonder if Rousseau carried into adulthood a craving for unconditional love, combined with an expectation of betrayal and a lack of trust in others. Little wonder if he lived with a sense of innocence lost, regret for a life of happiness just missed, and a preoccupation with his inner self: an inner self that was in some ways more reliable than the external world. He might get the facts wrong, ‘but I cannot go wrong about what I felt’.


Rousseau was not a robust boy: he had an embarrassing and painful complaint that would torment him all his life – a congenital malformation of his urinary tract. He passed water slowly and with difficulty, while his bladder felt as if it was only half emptying its contents.


Aged ten, having lost his mother, the child lost his father: Isaac quarrelled with a French captain who thereupon accused him of drawing his sword in the city, a crime under Genevan law. Rather than go to prison, his father chose to exile himself from Geneva. Rousseau was taken in by his uncle, who sent him and his own son, Rousseau’s cousin Bernard, to stay in the country with a pastor who taught them Latin. Later, Rousseau recalled a time of bucolic bliss and commented on a theme that would forever preoccupy him, friendship: ‘The simplicity of this rural existence brought me one invaluable benefit; it opened my heart to friendship.’ He also discovered a sexual proclivity at the hands of the pastor’s sister. When he was naughty, she beat him. But this only aroused him sexually and he could not wait to offend again.




*





Geneva was a small, walled city-state of just over twenty thousand inhabitants, secured by mountainous frontiers. Doubly cut off from its environs, yet still threatened by the powerful surrounding Catholic monarchies, Geneva retained a distinctive culture and ambience, coloured particularly by Calvinism. Calvin had written its constitution in 1541, designing it to bring about his Godly vision. Rousseau always took pride in calling himself a ‘Citizen of Geneva’ (his friends wrote to him as ‘Dear Citizen’) and his growing up there moulded his thinking, particularly about politics, democratic participation and individual responsibility.


But, on Sunday, 14 March 1728, Rousseau suffered his third wrenching separation, and bade his childhood a definitive farewell. By this time, he was back in the city as a sixteen-year-old apprentice to an engraver. While walking with some comrades outside the walls, he heard the distant signal announcing the evening locking of the gates. Running desperately towards them, he saw the first drawbridge rising when he was only twenty paces away. He had already been punished twice for being caught beyond the walls, and now he determined not to return to his master and to leave Geneva altogether. His cousin Bernard came out of the city to supply him with a few presents for his journey, including a small sword. In the first of his conjectured plots, Rousseau suspected his uncle and aunt had entrusted Bernard with the gifts to rid themselves of their troublesome nephew rather than urge his homecoming. He walked off in the direction of Savoy.


One week later, in Annecy, he received an introduction to a woman who would have a decisive impact on his life. Mme de Warens, just under thirty, and with ‘a ravishing complexion’, was a Swiss baroness and Catholic convert. Her principal hobby is said to have been rescuing Protestant souls, particularly those lodged in the bodies of handsome young men. She took in the homeless boy, and within five years she and her charge were lovers. In the meantime, on the advice of a priest, she dispatched Rousseau to Turin, where he embraced Catholicism and spent a short period at a religious hospice (in which he was subjected to unwanted male sexual attention, narrated in physical detail in the Confessions), and worked as a domestic valet.


He remained with Mme de Warens – the woman he would always refer to as ‘mamma’, while she nicknamed him ‘little one’ – on and off until April 1740. Then, following his return from a trip, he discovered that she had taken up with another young blood, the son of a local high official. (According to Rousseau, ‘a tall, pale, silly youth, tolerably well built with a face as dull as his wits.’) It must have felt like another betrayal.


This precipitated a move to Lyon, where Rousseau would encounter his first ‘philosophe’ – the label given to the prime instigators of the French Enlightenment. The philosophes, a group of scientists, artists, writers and statesmen, believed in the construction of a rational order and in truth arrived at through reason. Holding received ideas up to critical scrutiny, they were sceptical of tradition and authority, particularly religious authority. They saw themselves as part of a loose, yet nonetheless unified, cosmopolitan culture of progress. In Lyon, Rousseau took the post of tutor to the children of the city’s chief provost, M. de Mably, two of whose brothers were philosophes. The family gave Rousseau vital introductions for the next stage of his career.


Music would be a constant in that career, a vocation to which Rousseau devoted much of his spare time. He was an accomplished player of several instruments, including the flute and the violin. He said of himself, ‘J.J. was born for music.’ Throughout his life, he was to earn an income as a music copyist, and he also nursed ambitions to become a composer. In Lyon, beside teaching (and pilfering his employer’s wine and bread), he began to construct a radical new system for musical notation, the fundamental idea being to substitute numbers for visual symbols.


So, in 1741, armed with his newly acquired contacts, his notation project, and a theatrical comedy, he was ready to seek his fame and fortune in the capital of culture.




*





Fame, combined with a moderate fortune, was indeed to follow, but not yet. For the moment, Paris dismissed the young Genevan as an inarticulate provincial; the musical authorities scornfully rejected his notation.


While he watched his money run out, Rousseau tried his hand at both drama and ballet, and whiled the empty hours away in a café, where he battled at chess against the dazzling player and fellow composer, François-André Philidor. He also fell into conversation with a young man of much the same age and circumstances, Denis Diderot.


Diderot had come to Paris with high literary aspirations, and the energy and talent to match. A born controversialist, ebullient, free-thinking, subversive, he would publish a cascade of political, philosophical and scientific works, as well as novels and plays. But he is most renowned for being one of the founding editors of the Encyclopédie, to which he devoted twenty-five years of his life. This gargantuan project required thousands upon thousands of entries and illustrations for an enterprise that called on all the foremost thinkers of the day. Exemplifying and focusing the French Enlightenment, the Encyclopédie was intended not merely to document and disseminate knowledge, but also to act as a stimulus to political and social debate. Rousseau earned some money writing the musical entries for the Encyclopédie – over two hundred of them in all – though he was also responsible for one of the most prominent political articles, ‘Économie Politique’, presaging his later critique of property.




*





For all that activity, Rousseau had really been marking time for eight years, before his life reached its turning point in 1749.


He was on his way to Vincennes prison to see Diderot. His friend had been locked up under a lettre de cachet, the notorious royal warrant for imprisonment without legal process, for Letter on the Blind for the Use of Those Who See, containing what the censors deemed impious, atheistic views. With publication of the first volume of the Encyclopédie imminent, Diderot was in dire need of company to bolster his spirits; his dearest friend (of the moment), Rousseau, was the most regular of visitors, going every other day: ‘I was certainly the one who had most sympathy for his sufferings. I thought I should also be the one whose presence would be the most consoling.’


Vincennes was six miles from Paris, and the impoverished Rousseau walked there through the heat and dust of summer. On one occasion, pausing under a roadside tree, he began flipping through the literary journal he had brought along. In it was a notice of an essay competition from the Académie de Dijon. The question was: ‘Has the progress of the sciences or the arts done more to corrupt or improve morals?’ Rousseau had a revelation: ‘From the moment I read those words, I beheld another universe and became another man.’ By the time he reached Vincennes, he ‘was in a state of agitation bordering upon madness’.


His enemies would say it was a state from which he would never fully depart – and Rousseau would not disagree. From that moment I was lost. All the rest of my life and my misfortunes followed inevitably as a result of that moment’s madness.’


He worked feverishly, wrestling with his thoughts during sleepless nights, then scribbling them down in the morning, as would become his habit. The result, in which he provocatively railed against the corrupting influence of civilization, won first prize (a gold medal valued at three hundred livres). Published as Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts, it caused a national sensation. From being a thirty-eight-year-old failed musician and dramatist, overnight he was now fêted by the coterie of Parisian intellectuals in ‘the Republic of Letters’ – the sobriquet given to the private world of wit, debate, literature and philosophical inquiry, the salon. It was a world that existed in parallel with the stultifying traditional culture of the royal court.


Although his ideas evolved and mutated over the next two decades, Rousseau established his blueprint with this puncturing of the Enlightenment notion of human development: compared to the past we were less free, less equal, less content, less sincere, more dependent, more alienated, more self-obsessed, more suspicious. It is impossible to exaggerate the seismic shock this caused at a time when thinkers had an axiomatic confidence in progress. Many regarded Rousseau’s reflections as perverse. Others appeared to relish being at the receiving end of a philosophical flagellation. Diderot was tireless in promoting Rousseau’s brilliant polemic, though it contradicted many of his own ideas, and in essence mocked his worldly aspirations.




*





Rousseau’s personal life was also in transformation. Around 1745, he had entered upon the one close relationship that would endure until his death. Twenty-year-old Thérèse Le Vasseur waited on table in the hotel where Rousseau lodged, near the Sorbonne. An uneducated skivvy, a kitchen and laundry maid, she was the sole support of her unemployed and bankrupt parents. Rousseau was immediately struck by her ‘modest behaviour’ and ‘lively and gentle looks’. He believed that he saw in her a girl with honest feelings, ‘a simple girl without coquetry’. ‘Thanks to her, I lived happily, as far as the course of events permitted.’ He declared to Thérèse that he would never forsake her, but that he would never marry her. Although beneath him in the social order, she was far closer to him in class than the refined denizens of the capital’s gilded drawing rooms, to which he would soon gain easy access but in which he would never feel at ease.


The first of their five children was born the following year. All five would be abandoned at the Foundling Hospital in Paris. Baldly stated, this sounds inexcusably callous, though at a time when the arrival of a child could spell disaster, the practice was not regarded as heinous. For the vast majority of its 600,000 inhabitants, the capital was a foul and grisly pit: sewage flowed in the alleys and lanes down to the river where drinking water was drawn. Rousseau recalled his initial impression of the capital in the Confessions. ‘I saw nothing but dirty and stinking little streets, ugly black houses, a general air of slovenliness and poverty, beggars, carters, menders of old clothes, criers of decoctions and old hats.’ Life was a struggle for survival against smallpox and venereal disease. With some thirty thousand practitioners, prostitution was a major industry. In 1750 alone, 3,785 children were deposited at the Hospice des Enfants-Trouvés. There was not much hope for them: most died before their first birthday. Rousseau confesses to having had to use all his rhetorical powers to persuade Mlle Le Vasseur into letting her children go. Because marriage was out of the question, it was ‘the sole means of saving her honour’. However, he and Le Vasseur were in a full-time relationship, and that he did not even note down his abandoned children’s admission numbers is revealing. He never escaped the charge of inhumanity.




*





In 1752, the forty-year-old Rousseau triumphed again, and in the most prominent of venues. His opera, Le Devin du village (‘The Village Soothsayer’) was performed before Louis XV in the Court at Fontainebleau, and the King loved it. In his private apartments, he sang the songs and hummed the music. Rousseau, who had watched the opera in his working clothes, with a rough beard and uncombed wig, was nonetheless summoned to an audience with the King. Terrified that his bladder would let him down, he fled back to Paris. Louis would even have bestowed a pension on Rousseau had he not deserted the scene hot-foot. Diderot rebuked him for forfeiting the income and not thinking more of Le Vasseur and her mother. Rousseau agonized that in pocketing the King’s sous he would inevitably have been compromised: ‘I should have to flatter or be silent … Farewell, truth, liberty and courage!’


In 1754, Rousseau returned to Geneva for four months, reconverted to Calvinism and reclaimed his citizenship. He was now toiling over a second competition essay for the Dijon Academy. Dedicated to the city of Geneva, Rousseau’s discourse, On the Origins of Inequality among Men, was completed in May. It is perhaps his most radical work, highlighting the gap between the rich and powerful on the one hand and the poor and weak on the other, and the spurious attempts that were made to rationalize the disparities. Humans, thought Rousseau, were mired in a condition of servitude, though they had originally been free, and he offered a historical sketch of how this tragic state of affairs had come about, stressing the creation and pernicious impact of private property. He did not win the prize, but the essay boosted his reputation further. He sent a copy to François-Marie Arouet, better known as Voltaire, who responded with double-edged thanks, precipitating a relatively civil, if cool, exchange of letters: ‘I have received, Monsieur, your new book against the human race … Never has so much intelligence been deployed in an effort to make us beasts.’




*





The watchmaker’s son from Geneva now seemed destined for a life of riches, with entrée guaranteed to the most prestigious salons in the Republic of Letters. With all that within his grasp, he chose instead to seek seclusion in the countryside, amazing his friends and surprising a swelling pack of enemies.
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Always a Qualified Success
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Hume – too rational for his own good











 










 







 







M. Hume is comparable to a brook, clear and limpid, which flows always evenly and serenely.


Friedrich Grimm, 1759





At a dinner given in Edinburgh, when Hume was a child, the dog Pod was accused of making a foul smell. Cried young David, ‘Oh do not hurt the beast. It is not Pod, it is me!’ Recording the incident in her memoir, Lady Anne Lindsay commended the child’s generosity. ‘How very few people would take the evil odour of a stinking conduct from a guiltless Pod to wear it on their own rightful shoulders.’


Lady Lindsay was the first of many to extol Hume’s singular goodness. In his account of Hume’s final days, Hume’s dear friend, the economist Adam Smith, stressed the older man’s exemplary character in phrases that likened him to Plato’s description of Socrates: ‘I have always considered him, both in his lifetime and since his death, as approaching nearly to the idea of a perfectly wise and virtuous man as perhaps the nature of human frailty will permit.’ At sixty-six, stricken by terminal bowel cancer, Hume himself would look back on a life of such unrelenting virtues:




I am, or rather was (for that is the style I must now use in speaking of myself, which emboldens me the more to speak my sentiments) I was, I say, a man of mild disposition, of command of temper, of an open, social, and cheerful humour, capable of attachment, but little susceptible of enmity, and of great moderation in all my passions. Even my love of literary fame, my ruling passion, never soured my temper, notwithstanding my frequent disappointments …





‘Frequent disappointments’ was no exaggeration. Whatever the encomia, Hume’s career (we should really say careers) was far from smooth or successful. Indeed, when he and Rousseau first became acquainted, Hume was only just beginning to receive the acclaim that we now regard (and he regarded) as justly his.


David Hume was born in Edinburgh on 26 April 1711 into a moderately wealthy family, though, as a younger son, he could expect to have to make his own way in the world. His father was a comfortably well-off lawyer, Joseph Home of Ninewells, descended from the line of the Earls of Home; his mother, Catherine, was also from an established family. Joseph Home died in 1713, leaving three children: the eldest, John; a daughter, Katherine, and David. David alone later changed the spelling of his name, because ‘thae glaekit English buddies’ made it rhyme with combe.


As a young man, Hume was briefly a student of law, but found his attention compulsively drawn to philosophy:




When I was about eighteen years of age, there seemed to be opened up to me a new scene of thought, which transported me beyond measure, & made me, with an ardour natural to young men, throw up every other pleasure or business to apply entirely to it. The law, which was the business I designed to follow, appeared nauseous to me, & I could think of no other way of pushing my fortune in the world but that of a scholar and philosopher.





He studied so hard that he became physically ill with what was diagnosed in 1730 as the ‘disease of the learned’. Whatever the disorder, it dogged him for five years; possibly, he never fully recovered – psychologically at least – from its impact. His search for a cure and a vocation took him briefly to a shipping firm in Bristol and, when that did not work out, to France, living first in Rheims, then in Anjou. His two-year visit yielded a manuscript he entitled Treatise of Human Nature.


On his return in 1737 to London, the Scot was quick to compare England adversely to France, and the reception of the three-volume Treatise, published in 1738, would not have made him better disposed to the English. He borrowed a line from Alexander Pope to mourn what is now universally hailed as a masterpiece: ‘It fell dead born from the press.’ (Pope: ‘All, all but truth, drops dead-born from the press/Like the last Gazette, or the last address.’)


Hume had expected a real financial return from the Treatise against his investment of time and intellectual energy. The commercial flop meant that, despite his exertions, he had advanced only down a career cul-de-sac. Putting philosophy aside, he returned to the family home at Ninewells and took up essay-writing. He might not be acknowledged yet as a philosopher, but he could at least live by cultivating literary pursuits, essays, reviews, histories. He had a new calling: man of letters. And here, at last, he had a modicum of success: Essays Moral and Political (1742) sold out in London.


Yet, if Hume could turn his back on the Treatise so easily, others would not. In 1744, the Chair of Ethics and Pneumatical Philosophy fell vacant in Edinburgh. Hume was baulked by clerical opposition to the Treatise, on the ground that he was unfit to teach the young. (The same hostility dashed his hopes of the Glasgow Chair of Moral Philosophy in 1751, which went to Adam Smith.)


His next career move was distinctly less elevated, but he was still struggling for money, and men of letters must eat. In 1745, he became tutor to the violent, mad teenage Marquess of Annandale and spent an unhappy, though profitable, year at St Albans. He was already toiling away on what would become An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, but in April 1746, when he gladly parted from Annandale and his devious entourage, the future, professionally and financially, was uncertain.


However, on Sunday 18 May, an unheralded invitation came to join a military expedition departing on 21 May. Hume jumped at it. He owed the opportunity to a distant relative, Lieutenant-General James St Clair, whose secretary he became. Britain was battling France in the final phase of the War of the Austrian Succession and St Clair’s mission was the conquest of French Canada. Later, his orders were changed to an invasion of Brittany, for which no maps or charts were available. The (undeliverable) objective was to draw French forces back from the Low Countries. It was here that Hume witnessed action, soldiers slaughtered, sailors drowned; an officer, convinced he had failed in his duty, killed himself with what Hume saw as Roman dignity. As least military cuisine seems to have agreed with him: he emerged from the campaign inflated into the vast figure that has entered history.


In 1747, St Clair recruited Hume again, this time as secretary on a military mission to Vienna and Turin. In Vienna, protocol demanded that diplomats should curtsy when presented to the Empress of Austria, Maria Theresa. On seeing Hume’s waddling approach, she excused them. Hume wrote self-deprecatingly to his brother: ‘We esteemed ourselves very much obliged to her for this attention, especially my companions, who were desperately afraid of my falling on them & crushing them.’ Then it was on to the northern Italian city of Mantua, where Hume kissed the soil that had produced Virgil, and Turin, where the mission ground to a halt once peace was declared.


At this point we have a portrait of Hume from the future Lord Charlemont, the seventeen-year-old James Caulfeild, who qualified his physical description with the observation that, ‘Nature, I believe, never formed any man more unlike his real character than David Hume’:




His face was broad and fat, his mouth wide, and without any other expression than that of imbecility. His eyes vacant and spiritless, and the corpulence of his whole person was far better fitted to communicate the idea of a turtle-eating alderman than of a refined philosopher. His speech in English was rendered ridiculous by the broadest Scottish accent, and his French was, if possible, still more laughable.





He also recorded for posterity Hume in love, though his account reads suspiciously like a Restoration comedy. Hume, allegedly, adored to distraction a beautiful married countess, who led him on for her amusement. She hid Charlemont behind a curtain in her boudoir so that he could enjoy her toying with the obese, infatuated swain as he heaved himself down at her feet, fruitlessly protesting his devotion. Interestingly, given the later image of the plain man, Hume’s companions noted, with some mirth, how he adored his military uniform – all lace and gold braid – though Charlemont thought he looked like a trainband grocer.


Hume and St Clair returned to England in time for Christmas 1748. At last, aged thirty-seven, Hume was financially independent and able to pursue his vocation as a writer. In 1749, he departed London for Scotland, and entered a decade of prolific literary output.


Hume put down roots in Edinburgh, where he lived a hardworking but convivial existence, always careful with his money. He dined out as much as he could – four or five times a week – but never tipped (gave a ‘veil’). The servants appeared not to mind as he made their masters and mistresses so happy. He ate well, and drank in moderation. He held little suppers: roasted hen and minced collops, washed down with a bottle of punch. He had his own house and a ‘regular family; consisting of a head, viz. myself, and two inferior members, a maid, Peggy, and a cat. My sister has since joined me, and keeps me company.’


He published his twelve Political Discourses, ‘the only work of mine that was successful on the first publication’. A miscellany of history, politics and economics, it reached three editions in two years. But there was also An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, ‘which, in my own opinion, (who ought not to judge on that subject) is of all my writings, historical, philosophical, or literary, incomparably the best. It came unnoticed and unobserved into the world.’ This was an exaggeration. Reviewers castigated the ideas, but admired the clarity.


In 1752, Hume received some compensation for his failure to win the Glasgow chair, gaining an appointment that carried public esteem in his home city. On 28 January, he became keeper of the Library (librarian) of the Faculty of Advocates (‘a petty office of forty or fifty guineas a year’, he quibbled). It made him master of thirty thousand volumes, and re-channelled his ambition from essayist to historian – the step that would finally assure his contemporary reputation. While philosophy could rarely move the passions, he reflected, historians were ‘the true friends of virtue’.




*





Edinburgh in the middle of the century was the best of all possible worlds for Hume. Scotland’s union with England in 1707 had brought economic prosperity and a cultural awakening, and with it a lively company of newspapers, journals, clubs and improvement societies populated by lawyers, clerics, academics, doctors, and gentlemen who could now afford to leave their estates to live in their tightly knit capital.


Although by disposition happier in small groups, Hume became more gregarious. The Poker Club, whose subject was politics and object the consumption of claret, assembled at Fortune’s Tavern every Friday. When in the city, Hume kept up his attendance until eight months before his death. And, from 1754, the Select Society, of which Hume, Adam Smith and the portrait painter Allan Ramsay were founders, staged debates for men of rank. It had broad interests and extensive cultural influences. Hume’s first choice of subject for debate was: ‘Whether the difference of national characters be chiefly owing to the nature of different climates, or to moral and political causes?’


Edinburgh’s men of rank included many of Hume’s regular correspondents: a cousin, the Reverend John Home, author of a tragedy, Douglas, and private secretary to George III’s Scottish favourite John Stuart, Earl of Bute; Dr William Robertson, a historian whose reputation rivalled Hume’s own; Adam Smith, moral philosopher and economist; the Reverend Hugh Blair, minister of the High Church in Edinburgh, and the first Professor of Rhetoric and Belles-lettres at the University; the Reverend Adam Ferguson, Professor of Philosophy at Edinburgh University. It was said that if you stood at the Cross of Edinburgh, within a few minutes you could take fifty men of genius and learning by the hand.


Hume, while on clubbable terms with the ornaments of the Scottish Enlightenment, fitted less snugly into the official culture. In April 1754, his appointment as librarian was soured when three of the curators of the Faculty struck out some French books ordered by Hume from London, describing them as ‘indecent, and unworthy of a place in a learned library’. (They included La Fontaine’s fables.) In future, all his choices would be vetted, they ruled. However humiliating the insult, Hume needed the library for his researches, and so he came up with the stratagem of keeping the title while handing over his duties. He gave his salary to the blind poet, Thomas Blacklock. Nevertheless, Hume resigned precipitately in January 1757, possibly to secure the post for his friend Adam Ferguson.


A morsel of humble pie was worth it. His epic four-part, six-volume History of England appeared between 1754 and 1762, and the series became among the most popular works of history ever published.


Hume wrote his studies in reverse chronological order, beginning with the Stuart monarchs, moving to the House of Tudor, and ending with the earlier periods from Julius Caesar. He made at least £3,200 on the whole history at a time when a man could consider himself well to do on £80 p.a.. As well as financial rewards, there was public and private acclaim. Voltaire called it ‘perhaps the best ever written in any language’.


Hume had identified a gap in the thriving book market. Although novels abounded, booksellers stocked little history. In Hume’s wake came other, widely praised, histories of England, but his work outran them all, maintaining its classic status into the nineteenth century, by the end of which it had gone through more than a hundred editions. In the United States, the last student version was printed in 1910. That he was a philosophical historian distinguished him from his predecessors and contemporaries. In 1762, the Critical Review enthused that




[his] work may be regarded as a table of the human passions, stripped of all disguise, laid naked to the eye, and dissected by the masterly hand of a curious artist. We see actions traced up to their first springs and actuating principles, in so natural a manner, that we cannot avoid giving our assent to Mr Hume’s conclusions, even when they disagree with those we should have formed from a perusal of the simple facts.





But this eulogy was a few years in the waiting. The first volume of the History, covering the reigns of James I and Charles I, was a commercial dud. Hume, who expected much from his even-handed dealing with the issues of king and parliament, prerogative and liberty, church and state, England and the other British nations, was assailed on all sides. As he noted, ‘English, Scotch, and Irish, Whig and Tory, Churchman and Sectary, Freethinker and Religionist, Patriot and Courtier, united in their rage … I scarcely, indeed, heard of one man in the three kingdoms, considerable for rank or letters, that could endure the book.’


He diagnosed several causes: the spirit of irreligion in the work, Whig ministers decrying it and London booksellers conspiring against him because it was published by an Edinburgh bookseller. The Monthly Review (vol. XII, 1755) gave it a twenty-three-page appraisal, opening with a condescending thrust: ‘The history of his own country is the last he ought to have attempted.’ The reviewer praised Hume’s orderly and elegant narration and command of character, but questioned his impartiality, and ended with a stern rebuke: ‘[On religion] he seems to be of the opinion, that there are but two species of it in all nature, superstition and fanaticism; and under one or other of these, he gives us to understand, the whole of the Christian profession is, and ever was, included.’


The year 1756 saw Hume choose a London bookseller to publish the second part of the History, covering the period from the execution of Charles I to the 1688 revolution. The Monthly Review thought it more satisfying: it had none of those indecent excursions on the subject of religion which must have given offence to every candid reader.


In the summer of 1758, Hume departed for London to stay with Annie and Peggy Elliot, who ran a boarding house for Scottish gentlemen in quiet, narrow Lisle Street, near what is now Leicester Square. Socially, London proved frostier than cosy Edinburgh for this Scottish purveyor of contentious theological and political opinions. Samuel Johnson snubbed him. David Garrick introduced him to Edmund Burke, who claimed he had spoken to Hume only because the present liberal state of society required it.


Hume also ventured into political high society, meeting a number of Whig grandees. With some significant politicians he did not get on well, among them George Grenville, soon to be prime minister. Grenville and his Whig allies were all enemies of Bute, then the influential tutor to the future George III, who described the Scottish earl as his ‘dearest friend’. The Whig belief that Bute was imbuing George with dangerous ideas of monarchical government stoked anti-Scottish sentiment. This probably contributed to the antagonism towards Hume, who, furthermore, was seen as a Tory sympathizer.


Hume completed the two volumes of the History of the House of Tudor in 1759. ‘The clamour against this performance was almost equal to that against the History of the first two Stuarts.’ Horace Walpole thought it ‘hasty’, inaccurate and careless. Dividing his time between London and Edinburgh, Hume then laboured until November 1761 on what would prove to be the final part of his marathon series, covering the period from Julius Caesar to Henry VII.


The History series, ultimately, if belatedly, brought Hume respect, rewards and renown. Certainly his command of prose and his philosophical insight combined to present history as it had never been presented hitherto. He could move the reader with his set pieces and penetrating character studies while deploying his gifts as a philosophic historian to explain the wider significance and motive of what was narrated. His use of satire, parody, irony, his ability to shift effortlessly from factual statements to cleverly observed description, his command of language to create effect – all these enabled him to turn historical events and analysis into a seamless and compelling narrative. His compassionate portrayal of the death of Charles I made readers weep; his near-burlesque vision of Archbishop Laud at Communion made them cry with laughter.


Controversy was inevitable, however. For Hume had involved himself in a fundamental political divide. What attitude should be taken to the Stuart kings and their overthrow? And, historically, had the governance of England been based on an absolute or a limited monarchy? Tories believed, broadly, in an absolutist inheritance of English government grounded in and exercising power through the royal prerogative. Equally broadly, the Whig concept was of a prerogative conventionally limited by the traditional liberties of the people expressed through parliament.


Hume congratulated himself on arriving at a balance between both interpretations. ‘My views of things are more conformable to Whig principles; my representations of persons to Tory prejudices.’ But, as Hume also understood, his readers were more influenced by his character studies, and so saw him as writing from a Tory viewpoint: ‘Nothing can so much prove that men commonly regard more persons than things, as to find that I am commonly numbered among the Tories.’


However, Hume always regarded himself as standing above political divisions, and in his writings Whigs could detect support. At the end of the History, while stressing the fragility and flux of the constitution, he claimed that the Glorious Revolution broke irrevocably with the past. ‘It gave such an ascendant to popular principles as has put the nature of the English constitution beyond all controversy … We, in this island, have ever since enjoyed, if not the best system of government, at least the most entire system of liberty, that ever was known amongst mankind.’


The History made Hume moderately prosperous. On Whit Sunday 1762, he announced his purchase of the third storey facing south (and the sixth facing north, as it was built on a slope) of James’s Court in Edinburgh, with magnificent views over Edinburgh and across the Firth of Forth. Katherine Home and the maid Peggy joined him, and he bought a chaise.




*





With the last volume of the History, Hume had come to the end of his creative work; from now, he would be dealing only with the devious behaviour of his booksellers, re-editing and revising.


How had Hume’s latest career petered out and his intellectual output dried up? To the Earl of Shelburne, an Irish intellectual and future prime minister, Hume likened himself to a Hottentot who flees the cultivated life and returns to his companions in the woods. A man accustomed to retreat and study, he told the Earl, was unfit for the commerce of the great world and it was wise for him to shun it. But behind the rational phrases lay umbrage and bile. Although he now had an enviable reputation and a circle of friends in London, Hume was bitter at the scant regard given to men of letters by men of riches and power. Literature was appreciated in Scotland. This was not so among ‘the barbarians who inhabit the Banks of the Thames’.


Indeed, he seems to have returned to Edinburgh estranged from the English, almost seeking refuge. The London ‘barbarians’ were rife with anti-Scottish prejudice. In September 1764, Gilbert Elliot, an old Edinburgh chum and MP, wrote to Hume, then in Paris, exhorting him to ‘love the French as much as you will; but above all continue still an Englishman’. In his resentful reply, Hume mused on his future:




I believe, taking the continent of Europe from Petersburg to Lisbon, and from Bergen to Naples, there is not one who ever heard of my name, who has not heard of it with advantage,  both in point of morals and genius. I do not believe there is one Englishman in fifty who if he heard I had broke my neck tonight would be sorry. Some because I am not a Whig; some because I am not a Christian; and all because I am a Scotsman. Can you seriously talk of my continuing an Englishman?





He contemplated taking the reigns of William of Orange and Anne as his next subject. None the less, he told Andrew Millar, his publisher, ‘I have an aversion to appear in the capital till I see that more justice is done me with regard to the preceding volumes … The general rage against the Scots is an additional discouragement. I think the Scotch Minister [Bute] is obliged to make me some compensation for this.’


This might have been a pleasantry. If he was genuinely expressing his hopes of a government pension or post, he was in for another disappointment. Bute was indeed thinking of public office for a Scottish historian – but not for Hume. William Robertson was appointed Historiographer Royal for Scotland on 25 July 1763 with an increased stipend of £200. Hume was put out: ‘I have been accustomed to meet with nothing but insults and indignities from my native country: But if it continues so, ingrata patria, ne ossa quidem habebis.’ In the words of the victorious Roman general Scipio Africanus, ‘Ungrateful fatherland, you shall not even have my bones.’


Thus in 1763 we find Hume at the height of his literary powers and acknowledged as one of the finest minds of his generation. He has broken new ground in philosophy, politics, economics, historiography. Yet his considerable achievements have not brought him unalloyed success, contentment, or even peace of mind. Rather, at each step of the way, success has been dogged by failure, setbacks, and public hostility. Only the beneficence of his character has won widespread recognition.


At the age of fifty-two, he is about to embark on another change of career and become a diplomat in the European capital of culture. It was much more than a new job; it was an escape to Elysium.
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Plots, Alarums and Excursions
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Mme d’Épinay lent Rousseau a country home – but could she expect his gratitude?











 










 







 







No character in human society is more dangerous than that of the fanatic.


David Hume




 





Cities are the abyss of the human species.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau





Earlier, while David Hume was still in Edinburgh writing his History in the Advocates Library and making merry at the Poker Club, Jean-Jacques Rousseau had resolved on an escape to solitude.


However baffling it was to his contemporaries, Rousseau had determined to put Paris behind him. In 1756, aged forty-four, he accepted the hospitality of Louise-Florence d’Épinay, a wealthy noblewoman whose family château stood on the edge of the forest of Montmorency to the north of Paris. She had rejected her husband, a philandering, dissolute ‘tax-farmer’ (a role in which, under the archaic tax-system, serious wealth could be amassed by businessmen collecting taxes for the king). In her diary she described Rousseau as seeming ‘ignorant of the ways of society, but it is clear enough that he is exceedingly able. His complexion is dark and his face is lit up by very burning eyes. When he talks he appears good-looking. But when one recalls his face afterwards one thinks of him as plain.’ Rousseau was always lucky in his patrons: Mme d’Épinay would become, for a time, a loyal supporter.


Rousseau, with Le Vasseur and her infirm mother, moved to the dwelling Mme d’Épinay had renovated for him, the Hermitage, a short distance from her château – though only after a sharp exchange with his hostess in which he obdurately asserted his financial self-sufficiency. In the Hermitage, he enjoyed, in Mme d’Épinay’s words, ‘five rooms, a kitchen, a cellar, an acre and a quarter of kitchen garden, a spring of running water, and the forest for a garden.’ She had even ingeniously reconstructed the fireplaces so that one fire heated several rooms.


By this time, the German-born Friedrich Grimm, a hard-up aristocrat who was editor of the cultural newsletter, Correspondance littéraire, had become Mme d’Épinay’s latest amour, and he was a fixture at the chateau, as was Mme d’Épinay’s sister-in-law, Countess Sophie d’Houdetot, with whom Rousseau would fall unbearably in love.


In Paris, Rousseau’s departure from the capital was derided and there were confident predictions of his speedy return. But for Rousseau the adjustment from town to country signalled a self-conscious sloughing off of his Parisian skin, a bid for independence and authenticity, and a denial of the philosophes’ approach to life that privileged reason above feeling. He was convinced that the seething immorality of the big city had dripped poison into his spirit. Following this escape, ‘I recovered my own true nature.’


His own true nature was ready to embrace Nature itself. The atmosphere in Paris had become abhorrent to him. The triumph of his opera, he mused in the Confessions, ‘sowed the seed of those secret jealousies which did not break out till long afterwards.’ Even by 1756, he observed in literary men, including Grimm and Diderot, a distinct absence of their previous cordiality. When he was invited to the soirées given by the richest member of the philosophe circle, Baron Thiry d’Holbach, the other guests, regular members of the baron’s coterie, whispered in one another’s ears while Rousseau was ignored. Later, in 1757, when Diderot composed a play, The Natural Son, he included a line that Rousseau knew was aimed at him: ‘The good man lives in society; only a wicked man lives alone.’ He was deeply hurt.


Rousseau had entered a period of psychological transformation that he recorded in exalted terms. In the Confessions, he portrayed himself as having become intoxicated with virtue: an intoxication that started in his head but flowed to his heart. It ‘was the origin of my sudden eloquence, and of the truly celestial fire that burned in me and spread to my early books.’ He also experienced a surge in confidence in his dealings with others. The effect of these changes on Rousseau can be seen in his 1758 Letter to d’Alembert on the Theatre – a clash with Jean-Báptiste le Rond d’Alembert that involved both Diderot and Voltaire. D’Alembert, Diderot’s co-editor on the Encylopédie, was a pioneering mathematician and theoretical astronomer, a sparkling conversationalist and talented mimic. He was generally held to have a lovable character, free of extreme passions – except for his invincible ambition.


Following an excursion to Geneva, in the course of which he visited Voltaire, d’Alembert wrote an article on the city for the Encyclopédie. Among other darts aimed at the Calvinist structure, and incited by Voltaire, he advocated the establishment of a theatre in Geneva, belittling the fears of the city fathers that it would corrupt morals. The resulting uproar threw the future of the Encyclopédie itself into doubt.


Calm was just returning when Rousseau published a defence of Geneva, including a condemnation of the theatre and all forms of drama. A theatre, Rousseau fulminated, would be a vehicle for degeneration, immorality and fake passion. He strongly objected to the theatre’s artificiality, believing people should generate their own entertainment.


The essay was not directed solely at d’Alembert. Obviously, Voltaire was a target; at that time he was known primarily as a dramatist, and his plays had been produced privately at his Genevan home. But Diderot was also hoping to make his name as a playwright. Later, he noted, ‘[Rousseau] is a monster … He said he hated all those he had reason to be grateful to and he has proved it.’


Diderot and d’Alembert were not the only victims of Rousseau’s belligerence. Between 1756 and 1758 Rousseau became possessed with suspicion of ‘a vast and diabolical conspiracy’ against him. One altercation – so tangled that it is impossible to discern where the truth lies – led to a complete break with both Mme d’Épinay and Grimm.


According to Rousseau, Diderot and Grimm plotted to besmirch Rousseau’s reputation. Mme d’Épinay was going to Geneva for treatment by the eminent Dr Théodore Tronchin. A jowly, broad-faced, broad-shouldered man, pompous and long-winded, if well-meaning, Tronchin was a pioneer of vaccination and a medical innovator. (Rousseau should have approved of him as a medical man, for Tronchin prescribed fresh air and a country life.) Rousseau was asked to escort his benefactress – and refused. Whether she was ill or simply pregnant by Grimm is debatable, though illness seems more likely. However, Rousseau, who was himself unwell, concluded the conspirators intended him to be seen parading in Geneva as her lover, responsible for her.


Grimm pressed him to do his duty towards his patron. Rousseau replied in blunt, ungracious terms that he owed her nothing. ‘If Mme d’Épinay has shown friendship to me, I have shown more to her … As for benefits, first of all I do not like them, and I owe no thanks for any that people might burden me with by force … After making one sacrifice to friendship [keeping her company], I must now make another to gratitude.’ Grimm boiled over: ‘If I could pardon you, I should think myself unworthy of having a single friend. I will never see you again while I live, and I shall think myself happy if I can banish the recollection of your conduct from my mind.’


Inevitably, Rousseau moved out of the Hermitage. When Diderot came to see him just before he left, the reunion ended in tears. The encyclopedist wrote that he had parted from a madman, and that Rousseau had given him a glimpse across the abyss to the devil and hell. In the twentieth century, Lytton Strachey would depict the breach between these two comrades in more abstract terms – between the old rationalist world and the new world ‘of self-consciousness and doubt, of infinite introspections amid the solitudes of the heart.’


Once again, prosperous benefactors came to Rousseau’s aid. In accepting largesse, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the evangelist of equality and simplicity, had progressed from the provincial Mme de Warens, to the patronage of wealthy tax farmers’ wives, to the pinnacle of French society – in the form of Charles-François-Frédéric de Montmorency-Luxembourg, Duc de Luxembourg and Maréchal of France, a distinguished soldier, and his wife Madeleine-Angélique.


Happily, Rousseau sensed an affinity with the maréchale. When young, she had led a strikingly debauched life, but at this period it was said by one of her former lovers that she provided ‘a rare example of a pretty woman’s victory over time, of an immoral woman’s victory over opinion, and that of a friendless woman over friendship.’ Horace Walpole’s appreciation was just as double-edged, ‘She has been very handsome, very abandoned, and very mischievous. Her beauty is gone, her lovers are gone, and she thinks the devil is coming.’ She presided over an eminent salon, was an arbiter of manners and taste – and was a staunch backer of Rousseau. For his part, when he set eyes on her in 1759, according to the Confessions, he immediately became her ‘slave’.


Rousseau had relocated from the Hermitage to a friend’s rickety house at Mont-Louis, on de Luxembourg’s estate. The maréchal called on him there and, on seeing the dilapidated conditions Rousseau was enduring, urged him to accept a suite in the ‘enchanting abode’ of the Little Château at Montmorency while the Mont-Louis dwelling was renovated. The Little Château was the perfect setting. Rousseau worked in ‘deep and delightful solitude, amongst the woods and the waters, to the sounds of birds of every kind, and amidst the perfume of orange blossom, in a continuous ecstasy.’


Rousseau’s relationship with his latest hosts casts light on his Platonic ideal of a pure, untainted friendship in which there was space for neither condescension nor any imbalance of power. In spite of their wealth and status, he approved of the maréchal and maréchale because they treated him as an equal; they never compromised the freedom he demanded for himself, nor fussed over his income or means of survival. But although he revered his hosts, he divined that there was a strict limit to how familiar he could be with them, anguishing over this incompleteness of intimacy. He wrote to Mme de Luxembourg in October 1760, ‘Friendship, Madame! Ah, there lies my misfortune. It is good of you and the maréchal to use such a term, but I am a fool to take you at your word. You are amusing yourselves and I am becoming attached to you, and there will be fresh sorrows for me at the end of the game.’


Meanwhile, relations between Rousseau, the citizen of Geneva, and Voltaire, who had been forced out of the city and now lived at Ferney near the border with France, were fracturing. Voltaire had no patience for Rousseau’s assaults on property or the theatre. He would later dismiss as abject hypocrisy Rousseau’s instructions on how to raise children. On his side, the proud citizen of Geneva resented Voltaire’s cultural influence in the place of his birth. In June 1760, he dispatched one of his rudest-ever letters to the dramatist:




I do not like you Sir … You have ruined Geneva, in return for the asylum you have been given there … It is you who have made living in my own city impossible for me; it is you who force me to perish on foreign soil, deprived of all the consolations of the dying, cast unceremoniously like a dog on the wayside … I despise you. You wanted me to. But my hatred is that of a heart fitted to have loved you if you had wanted it.





Voltaire did not answer. To Mme d’Épinay he said, ‘Jean-Jacques has gone off his head.’


Rousseau could feel quite at ease with one creature: the dog given to him when the animal ‘was quite young, soon after my arrival at the Hermitage, and which I had called Duke … a title he certainly merited much more than most of the persons by whom it was taken.’ Rousseau changed its name to ‘Turc’ to avoid giving offence to the maréchal, who was a duke.


In 1761, an accident befell Turc and he had to be put down. Rousseau was inconsolable: ‘Although poor Turc was only a dog he possessed sensibility, disinterestedness and good nature. Alas! As you observe, how many pretended friends fall short of him in worth!’ Several of Rousseau’s correspondents expressed their sympathy and talked of finding a substitute. The maréchal said the one possibility he had seen so far was ‘too pretty’ for Rousseau’s taste. A grief-stricken Rousseau asked them to desist: ‘It is not another dog I must have, but another Turc, and my Turc is unique. Losses of that kind are not replaceable. I have sworn that my present attachments of every kind shall henceforth be my last.’




*





The years 1761 and 1762 were Rousseau’s anni mirabiles. Settled in Montmorency, he produced a sweep of works that in their imaginative force, power of expression and acute analysis broke free of the prevailing culture and confronted readers with the shock of the modern. First came his romantic epistolary novel, La Nouvelle Héloïse ou Lettres de Deux Amans, also entitled Julie, which he had begun in 1757. The seminal political tract, On the Social Contract, fired the fuse of revolt. Its opening phrase has resonated in the ears of revolutionaries down the centuries: ‘Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.’ Then Rousseau overturned the established wisdom on the nature of childhood and education with a radical discourse on the training of the young, Émile. This last, in particular, was to bring the wrath of Church and State down upon him. Together, these books mounted a sustained, fundamental challenge to religion and the established order. They also made Rousseau by far the highest-paid author in Europe.


Héloïse, especially, was a phenomenon. Set against a background of pastoral bliss, it is a romantic tragedy that can be read both as an homage to nature and community and as a heartbreaking tug-of-war between virtue and passion. Illustrated by the finest engravers, the work was an instant and international success, its brew of natural love and natural beauty influencing a generation. Appreciative and tear-stained letters to the author streamed in from across Europe. In Paris, demand so outstripped supply that booksellers saw a market in renting out the book by the hour (sixty minutes for twelve sous). Into the book Rousseau had poured his passion for Sophie d’Houdetot, an ardour that had left him sighing, weeping, taking to his bed, and experiencing attacks of palsy. She remained loyal to her absent soldier lover, though with misunderstandings aplenty on Rousseau’s side. ‘I was drunk with love without an object,’ moaned the distraught author.


But Héloïse was not the problem. Until Émile and On the Social Contract, Rousseau’s political writings had been indulged. Although the chief censor, the director of the book trade, Lamoignon de Malesherbes, had approved Émile, official tolerance of the author now abruptly came to an end. The fourth part of the book, entitled ‘The Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar’, caused the work to be condemned and burned for contesting the authority of the Church and the rule of dogma. To the question, ‘What role should the clergy play in a child’s training?’, Rousseau’s answer was simple: none at all.




*





By 1762, Rousseau had become one of the most controversial figures in Europe. In the Confessions he looked back at ‘the cry of execration that went up against me across Europe, a cry of unparalleled fury … I was an infidel, an atheist, a lunatic, a madman, a wild beast, a wolf …’


Living under the wing of de Luxembourg, Rousseau was conscious of the commotion over Émile. He observed how congratulatory letters from such as d’Alembert were unsigned. ‘Everything that was said, was said with the strangest precautions, as if there had been some reason for keeping any admiration for me secret.’ But he could not believe he was personally endangered. His patrons were more apprehensive. In the Confessions, he recalled that Mme de Boufflers, a friend of Mme de Luxembourg’s, ‘went about with a perturbed air, displaying a great deal of activity and assuring me that [her lover] the Prince de Conti was also taking active measures to ward off the blow that was being prepared for me …’ None the less, she asked Rousseau to return her note praising Émile.


Mme de Boufflers sought to persuade Rousseau to go to England where she could introduce him to several acquaintances including the ‘celebrated Hume’, whom she had known for a long while. She pointed out that if he were arrested and interrogated, he might incriminate his current patron, Mme de Luxembourg. (Rousseau agreed he might, as he always told the truth.) She also floated the notion of arranging a spell for him in the Bastille – presumably in comfort – as prisoners of the State there were immune from the Paris parlement’s power of arrest. The prospect did not appeal.




*





The events of the night of 9 June 1762 in Mont-Louis make the most dramatic episode in the Confessions. They signalled that yet again the Genevan would have to move on – this time as the fugitive he would be for the next eight years.


It was two in the morning. Rousseau was awake; he had just closed his Bible on the story of the Levite of Ephraim. Voices echoed, torches flared and footsteps sounded in the stillness of the dark countryside. Mme de Luxembourg’s confidential servant, La Roche, burst in with a note from Mme de Luxembourg. It contained a letter from the Prince de Conti saying the Paris courts were determined to proceed against Rousseau with all severity: ‘The excitement is very high. Nothing can avert the blow.’ Rousseau must go to Mme de Luxembourg, La Roche declared. She would not rest until she had seen him.


Rousseau found her upset; he had never known her in such a state. But at this critical moment, he could rely on such influential friends to stave off his arrest. The maréchal arrived, trailed by Mme de Boufflers with the latest news from Paris. A writ of prise de corps had been issued against Rousseau by the parlement. Émile was ordered to be burned by the public executioner. However, Conti had secured a concession: if


Rousseau escaped, he would not be pursued. He could even take a few days to think over his plans. Rousseau declined the breathing space. At four that afternoon he departed for Switzerland, riding in plain view in an open cabriolet belonging to the maréchal. His route took him through Paris, where he passed the officers of the law: ‘four men in black in a hired coach who saluted me with smiles’.


He left Thérèse to follow him with his papers. It was the first time they had been separated for sixteen years.
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