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Gratitude (I)


Letter 1: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 30 April 1777


I am extremely concerned, sir, for the disturbances that your proposal will create. I am writing to say that my initial reply to you, in which I agreed to this preposterousness, was a mistake, one which a man of my age ought to know to avoid, and I regret it. I expect to hear nothing more from you on this or any other matter.


Letter 1a: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


[Marked ‘Postscript’]


Your forthrightness startles me. Have I got it right? You, a stranger to me, have begged that you should be allowed to accompany me on my daily walks? With the purpose – entirely without hidden motivations, you say – of observing me in my habitual mode and conversing with me there, getting to know me as I am, as opposed to the public’s idea of me? Is this the proposition you dare to call ‘not unreasonable’?


Letter 2: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 1 May 1777


I was still in bed this morning when I heard a loud knocking at my door, which I immediately ordered my housemaid to ignore, for I had a foreboding that the caller would be you. In our stillness, while we waited for the intruder to tire of his pounding and go away, I was struck by how witless I had been even to entertain your scheme. That, on top of that, I should have deigned to lift my pen and send you words, well, that was a step beyond; much more than witlessness, it showed signs of positive delirium, the source of which I discern in two well-intentioned but misleading sentiments. The first of these is the anxiety that I should please an incoming foreigner, be accommodating to him, display to him the better side of myself. The second, much more pernicious, is the hope that I should accidentally find what I have ceased to look for, which is a man of justice and truth.


Thus, sir, does the prospect of friendship prey upon the heart of the outcast and cause him such painful agitation.


Now let me set the matter straight. No one in the world knows me, or can know me, except me. Those who presume to interpret my actions and my conduct are in fact more ignorant on the subject than those who do not. I can guess who might have led you to me, and what false promises they made in my name, but there is no point dwelling on any of that; I have given up resisting the plots my enemies cook up for the torture of my sensitive soul. Suffice to inform you directly that I have placed myself in a solitary state, the only one in which man can live happily and well, since it is the most independent of all and devoid of the necessity of harming others. As to friendly attachment, I shall have no more of it with anybody.


Letter 3: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 2 May 1777


I have been comparing your handwriting to that of my other correspondents and picking out the similarities between them. This has left me sceptical of your claim that you are an independent man of letters from the country of Ireland, entirely unconnected with our famous intellectuals here. The turning point, which has impelled me to contact you a final time, came just a moment ago. As I leaned forward to bring my eye nearer to the glass, the better to interrogate the dubious curve of your G, the face of none other than Voltaire reared up in my mind, along with some of the more poisonous missives he has addressed to me in the past, including certain vainglorious phrases that chime closely with yours. In that instant, I was persuaded that, contrary to your avowals, you do have dealings with our crowd of idle geniuses, that you intermingle with them – that indeed you might be Voltaire himself! ‘Voltaire?’ I said to my housemaid, and she agreed that this was not such an outlandish notion, given our Great Man’s well-known penchant for hiding behind masks. The one doubt we had in this regard related to the quality of your prose. Even Voltaire would struggle to mangle the language so successfully.


Letter 4: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 2 May 1777


I suspect, in any case, that what pulls you in this direction is not really me, or the prospect of knowing me, but Paris itself. Travellers always seek out the great cities, which provide a kind of homeland common to all. Perhaps you want to dun me for an introduction to some drawing room or other? Be apprised, sir, that I can facilitate no such immersions into society, and I would advise you to give such places a wide berth. Circles and clubs, what are they but manufacturers of false opinion, slaughterhouses of modesty and virtue, and the cause of a world of unhappiness for all who frequent them. Every year scores of naïve and ambitious men just like you climb over each other to get through their doors; they come to Paris expressly for this purpose, which leads to nothing but their intellectual and moral end. In your shoes, I would detach myself from this horde. Take another path. Stay away from Paris altogether. Better boredom and decency on the peripheries than stimulation and wickedness in civilisation. This is some wisdom I can give you.


Letter 5: GAVIN MULVANY to JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU


Paris, 3 May 2022


I’ve been in town for a couple of days and constantly on the go. It’s a complicated business to find a place to stay, track down the people whose names I’ve been given and get stocked up with the necessities, all of which seem to require my attention simultaneously. This morning I moved to a Catholic seminary in the university quarter which lets out its empty rooms to Irish artists and writers for temporary stays. The previous hotel forwarded your letters. The concierge handed them to me in a bundle, together with a fresh bin liner and a little bar of soap which my room was lacking. As I took these things from him and tried to find a safe spot for them among the items in my shopping bags, for I had just returned from the market, laden and in quite a sweat, he mumbled something to me which at first I didn’t catch, but which, when I thought about it for a second, sounded a lot like: ‘Nothing like receiving a proper letter.’


The snout!


Evidently, on seeing your renowned signature below the seals, he had taken the liberty of peeking inside, perhaps even of perusing the entire contents. When I demanded an explanation, his manner turned predictably hostile. He was adamant – I mean, I had to tell him to keep his voice down – that the letters had arrived to him in this precise condition, with the wax already broken. (Not an entirely unlikely story, as the hotel I’d vacated was a dump, one staffed by a band of identically moue-faced adolescents who took against me the moment they laid eyes on me writing in my notebooks on the patio outside. You should’ve seen their faces when I asked them the simple favour of sending my post on to this address; it was as if I’d asked them to convey my body in a throne on their backs.) All the same, I wasn’t minded to let this man off the hook. His innocence hadn’t been proved. With a stern tone – ‘There’s a lot I could do right now that I’m not going to do’ – I gave him to understand as much.


Which is all to say: you ain’t wrong about Paris! Nothing, and no one, is to be trusted here. Everyone who comes learns this lesson sooner or later. For my part, I received my education quite some time ago, in my twenties, when, in pursuit of a special friendship – of the very kind you mention – I arrived with the intention of staying for the rest of my life. Instead, in no time, I found myself reduced to a sorry state. Chastened. Humbled. Let down. Lied to. Betrayed. I lasted a year.


I say this by way of reassurance to you. I’m not, nor could ever imagine being, a member of any Parisian club. The entire mass of intellectual life here is unknown to me, and I to it, and I’ve no wish to change this state of affairs. Truth be told, I haven’t been back at all in the twenty years since that failed friendship. I’ve stayed away as a wounded man does from the site of his accident, for fear of what feelings it’ll call up. And it’s with great reluctance that I return now. Far from wanting to make a name for myself, or to have my presence felt in some literary scene, I’ve come with one simple aim in mind, which is to walk with you.


Letter 6: GAVIN MULVANY to THÉRÈSE LEVASSEUR


Paris, 4 May 2022


I’ve been trying to persuade your companion to come out with me. In my letters to him I’ve been unable to satisfy him that I am who I say I am. Which is simply an enthusiast who feels indebted to him for the many illuminations his writings have inspired in me, and who’d do anything to accompany him on one of his daily walks. I’ve heard he leaves at one o’clock each day and turns back only once he reaches the countryside. Taking into account the uneven roads, the design of shoe, his age, I estimate it takes him thirty minutes to cross the city limits in the north, ninety minutes in the east or the west, or two hours in the south. Is it too much to ask that I take from his solitude just a few minutes of this time?


Letter 7: GAVIN MULVANY to PEDRO SOUZA


Paris, 5 May 2022


The seminary smells like old priests: funny how the obvious things can be the most surprising. Initially they put me in a large room on the second floor, what in a proper hotel would be called a ‘suite’ because it has a separate living space. (Here no sofa, just dark wooden cupboards and a hard bench, in front of which it was easy to imagine a man kneeling, late at night, asking for forgiveness. Perfect for my yoga though. It was in child’s pose, with my nose against the carpet, that I came to full cognisance of the odours.) The only problem was, that room gave onto the street, and I don’t need to tell you what I’m like about my sleep; there were drunken students and scooters all night, so I asked to be moved.


After much humming and hawing, the administrator, not a priest but definitely embedded in the cult, reassigned me to a tiny room on the top floor. Way at the back, overlooking the courtyard. Much better, I thought. I’ll be invisible here. Forgotten about. But, later that evening, on hearing voices outside, I went to the window and saw that directly beneath me was the communal kitchen, outside which was placed a large table where the resident artists and writers, the whole bunch, it seemed, were gathered. As you know, I must have an air current, I can’t breathe otherwise, so all night I had to listen to the full volume of their talk, which I kept expecting to end, and then didn’t; the most risible dirt, I thought I’d go insane. I’ve since learned it’s a nightly thing. All encouraged to attend. Famous. There goes the peaceful oasis I was promised, I thought. But you can’t have everything, isn’t that what you say? Compromise etc?


Letter 8: PEDRO SOUZA to GAVIN MULVANY


Dublin, 5 May 2022


So you want to be in touch? You said you intended to use your time in Paris to be alone to think about things, no texts or emails. Have you changed your mind?


Letter 9: GAVIN MULVANY to PEDRO SOUZA


Paris, 5 May 2022


You’re putting words in my mouth. Never said no emails. Rather I politely, and not unreasonably, requested that we put a specific subject of discussion, albeit your favourite one, i.e. adopting children, on ice until I’ve finished my research here and written a first draft. Hardly too much to ask?


Note by GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 6 May 2022


Got in easily enough. Had to wait outside for a while, but then man came, neighbour, who held door. Flat is on either fourth or fifth floor, accounts differ. Neighbour disappeared on second. Climbed to third. Creak of hinges above, woman’s face over banister: ‘Sir, go no further, he can’t receive you.’


Stairwell dark, squinting to make out features.


‘Madame, does Mr Rousseau live here?’


‘Go away, sir.’


‘Might I speak with him?’


‘What do you want?’


‘To get a response to a letter I wrote to him some days ag –’


Talking to air. Gone back inside.


Continued up, found place. Didn’t need to knock. Must’ve been peeping through the hole.


‘Are you an author?’ Without opening, shouting through.


‘Of sorts.’


‘He doesn’t receive authors.’


‘I come as a devotee really. Mr Rousseau is the true author. My own efforts don’t –’


‘What I mean to say, sir, is that he doesn’t speak with people at all. My husband has renounced everything, he has given it all up. He would like nothing more than to help you, but at his age he needs his rest.’


No choice. Tail between legs. Came back fifteen minutes later though. Angry (not showing it). Don’t take no this time.


‘I’ve travelled a long away, and those stairs are lethal. Can I bother you for a glass of water at least?’


Inside, a sort of antechamber, kitchen utensils neatly arranged. Smell of soup. Didn’t take my jacket. No glass of water. Put wine bottle on table.


Next room. Just two. Actually poor or just a show?


‘Come in.’ Bit late for that.


Instrument a bit like a piano (look it up – a spinet?). Two little beds, blue cotton covers. Wall hangings. Picture of a forest. Engraving. Chest of drawers. Table. Chairs, three. Desk. Man himself seated, busy. Writing? No, copying music. Didn’t look up.


Woman went to chair by window, took up sewing. Linen, it looked like.


Yellow bird in a cage. Sudden burst of song.


‘What is it?’


Don’t know why. Obviously a canary. No response anyway.


Took a seat, wasn’t offered. Potted plants. Didn’t ask the type.


Working: glance, draw, glance, draw, glance. High concentration. Dark complexion. Slanting lines, descending. Sagging eyebrows. Recessed eyes. Sadness in the creases. Looked older than sixty-four.


Cleared throat, too loud. Stretched neck to try to see work. Far away but looked beautiful.


Breadcrumbs on the windowsills. Sparrow came to peck.


Shifted round. Thought he might say something. Didn’t.


Furious. Could feel face red.


Saw a book, reached for it. Michel de Montaigne. Essays. Volume iii. ‘On experience’: ‘No desire is more natural than the desire for knowledge. We assay all the means that can lead us to it. When reason fails us we –’


‘The Mister likes reading.’


That’s it. Got up to leave.


Woman smirking. Sat there.


The man himself suddenly found some manners, insisted on bringing me out. Short, only came up to my shoulder. ‘One has to behave like this towards people whom one doesn’t know very well.’


Letter 10: GAVIN MULVANY to BARBARA DIGBY


Paris, 6 May 2022


Finding it hard to settle, unfort. No further progress on the MS. Having trouble gaining access to that author I need to talk to. His input is key, so hope he’ll change his mind. Fear the book as currently envisaged won’t be possible without him. Perhaps you might ping Olivia and prep her for changes? Still hoping to deliver soon, just need to start thinking about alternative approaches if things fall through. You also might ask her for another short extension. Sorry sorry sorry. Doing all I can.


Letter 11: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 7 May 1777


Last week, indeed just a couple of days before I received your first letter, I was walking along the new boulevard on my way to study plants on the banks of the Bièvre round Gentilly. As I was approaching Porte d’Enfer, I made a detour to the right and cut through some fields, which brought me up to the Fontainebleau road that runs at a height, parallel to the river. The route was of no significance in itself – but it was not, I noticed, the most direct route to my destination. Why was I going this roundabout way? And why, without even realising it, had I chosen to do so several times in the preceding weeks?


As I walked, I searched myself for the cause of my mysterious actions, and soon hit upon the answer. In a corner of the boulevard, just by the Porte d’Enfer, a woman sets up a stall every day in the summer to sell fruit, rolls and tisane. This woman has a little boy who is very sweet, but a cripple, and he hobbles about on his crutches begging from passers-by. The boy’s manner is by no means unpleasant, and over time I struck up a sort of acquaintance with the little fellow. Every time I went past, he came up to me without fail to make me a compliment. ‘The sky today matches the colour of the Mister’s frock coat,’ or ‘Where is the lady of such a fine arm?’ – that sort of thing. He even took to calling me Mr Rousseau, not impertinently, mind – it was me who had shared my identity with him – but in a manner that caused me to feel much sympathy for him, as a father might.


The first few times I was delighted to see him and gave him a few coins willingly, and I continued doing so for some time with the same pleasure, usually even giving myself the added satisfaction of engaging him in conversation and listening to his chatter. However – and this is what I am writing to tell you – this pleasure gradually became routine. Then it somehow transformed into a duty, which I began to find irksome. What the boy ultimately wanted from our contact was money, and now I felt obliged to give it to him. I was, I could see, caught in a sort of ritual with this boy, a familiar trade, one from which I did not know how to extricate myself without hurting him, or without giving his watching mother an unfavourable picture of my character. For this reason, I felt less inclined to go that way, and in the end I unthinkingly adopted the habit of making a detour to avoid it.


As I walked along the river, thinking on the matter further, I determined that this was not an isolated case. While I know and feel that doing good is the truest happiness that a human heart can enjoy, I have often found my good deeds a burden because of the chain of duties they dragged behind them. Many acts of charity, which I performed with an overflowing heart, gave rise to a succession of continuing obligations which I did not foresee and which it was then impossible to shake off. In such cases, pleasure vanishes, and it becomes intolerable to me to keep giving the same assistance which at first delighted me. My initial favours are, in the eyes of the one who has received them, no more than a promise of more, and with that a freely chosen act of giving is metamorphosed into an indefinite right to anything he might subsequently need. In this way my dearest joys have been transmuted into heavy loads.


The weight of these obligations does not seem overwhelming as long as one lives obscurely, out of the general gaze. But once one has made a kind of name in the world, one becomes the universal provider for all the needy or those who claim to be, not to mention all the tricksters in search of a mug. I have lost count of the number of men who have used the pretext of the great influence they believe me to command to attempt in one way or another to take possession of me.


To be sure, you will say, and will earnestly believe, that you do not want anything from me that I cannot freely give you. But the real and basic motives of our actions are not as clear to us as we suppose. Your real intention, hidden even from yourself, is, I fear, to constrain me, such that any favour that might appear to emanate from my own desires would in fact be carried out in obedience to yours.


MS Extract: from Rousseau’s Lost
Children by GAVIN MULVANY


Last edited: 7 May 2022


In Rousseau’s time, Porte d’Enfer was a stretch of road on the Left Bank, south of the Luxembourg Palace gardens, at the southern limits of the city. Previously a barrier in the fortifications surrounding Paris, it was demolished in 1670, along with the rest of the old walls, and replaced by a new boulevard. Just the name remained: ‘Hell Gate’.


The demolition of the walls happened fifty years before Rousseau was born. New city fortifications would be built at the end of the eighteenth century, but that was years after Rousseau’s death. For the entire span of his life, therefore, Paris remained an open city. When he entered for the first time, in 1731, aged eighteen, it was not by crossing a moat or passing under an arch, but simply by stepping from a field onto a path, or by crossing a road. Likewise, as an older resident fond of daily walks, he was not impeded by any visible barriers from moving into the countryside. At Porte d’Enfer, he went through not an actual but a figurative gate, and the hell that he experienced there – for what he describes in his story about the boy is a kind of hell – was a personal one, fabricated in his own imagination.


Unlike Paris, the Geneva in which Rousseau had been born and raised was enclosed by thick walls and wide moats. It looked and operated like a fortress, its gates locked and guarded every night. On Sundays, it was not uncommon for people, in part to escape the strict religious observances that were otherwise required, to walk into the countryside and stay there until the evening curfew. The adolescent Rousseau, who worked as an apprentice engraver, used to take such excursions with his friends. Twice, however, he failed to make it back before the gates were closed, for which he received beatings from his master. This made him determined to be punctual in the future, to obey the rules, but in the end his unhappiness with his job, his resentment towards his tyrannical boss and his staunch belief in his own specialness were the stronger forces; without his fully realising it, they were driving him to rebellion.


At the age of sixteen, returning from a day in the fields with two friends, he was locked out for the third time – on this occasion not because he was late but because the guard had taken it upon himself to shut the gate half an hour early. What villainy! What injustice! Within sight of the walls, Rousseau heard the horn and doubled his pace. Then the drum started up and he broke into a run. He arrived breathless and sweating, his heart pounding. In the distance he saw soldiers already at their posts. He ran towards them, shouting hoarsely. It was too late. At just twenty paces from the advance guard he saw the drawbridge go up.


Aggrieved, he flung himself down on the embankment and roared into the earth, while his companions laughed light-heartedly at their misfortune. The three of them spent the night outside, staying with farmers who had been kind to them in the past. His friends returned to Geneva in the morning – but Rousseau did not go with them. During the night, lying on straw in a barn, he had decided not to return to his master. In fact he had resolved not to go back through the re-opened gate at all. Instead he would turn around and walk the other way. Geneva had rejected him; now in his turn he was rejecting Geneva.


He wandered around outside the town for several days, staying with peasants he knew, all of whom welcomed him, lodged him and fed him without looking for credit. At any moment he could have returned to the city and begged to resume his half-finished apprenticeship, but his anger kept him away. In his mind, he had no choice but to be a man without a trade and to take his chances in the world. For the next two years he travelled on foot, from Annecy to Turin to Lyon to Lausanne to Neuchâtel, sheltered by wealthy benefactors or in seminaries, or paying his way as a music tutor. In Soleure, shortly before turning nineteen, he was offered a job as tutor to a young gentleman in Paris. He walked the entire way to the capital, all five hundred kilometres, politely declining whenever someone passing in a carriage offered him a lift. The journey took him two weeks.


He entered the city from the south, near Porte d’Enfer. Here the barrier he encountered was not a wall or a moat or a gate, but rather a warren of dirty little streets with ugly dark houses, an air of filth and poverty, and an advance guard of beggars, carters, menders of clothes and pedlars of tisanes and worn hats – people, that is, like the crippled boy and his mother from his story.


The memory of this first impression of Paris stayed with Rousseau. In his final years, lodged in the centre near the Palais-Royal, his awareness of the slums that formed the city’s outer layer gave him a secret dislike of living in the capital. Never quite able to acclimatise to the splendour that surrounded him, he felt the need to get out as often as possible, to walk into the countryside, even though he knew that, to do so, he would have to pass through the squalid outskirts, where the memory of his disenchanting arrival would be relived and reinforced, making his return to the glorious centre that evening even more uncomfortable. After each trip, battling with these revivified images of poverty and failure, he would, as a counteractive measure, plan to take more trips into nature, and thus the cycle would continue.


After a while, however, he began to vary his routes. That is, he learned to avoid the places that caused him the most pain. In particular Porte d’Enfer, where a city gate had once stood, and where now, in the gate’s place, a crippled boy always asked him to pay a charge, a fee, a tax. Rousseau felt deep sympathy for this boy, he adored him, went as far as fantasising about bringing him home, adopting him – but at the same time he hated the boy, for the sight of him, and especially his demands for money, evoked feelings that were difficult to name, and impossible to bear. Maybe if he could eradicate this boy from his mind – just this little boy! – he would be able to come and go from the city in peace?


But the boy would not leave him. With little effort, indeed without even being conscious of his actions, Rousseau could physically circumvent the boy, but he could not do the same with the pictures of him that were engraved on his mind. In Rousseau’s thoughts, the boy would not stop asking him for money. Day and night. Over and over. ‘Please, Mr Rousseau, please.’ Rousseau gave and gave, made larger and larger offerings, in an effort to generate enough gratitude in the boy to shut him up and keep him away for good. But the boy kept coming back. He was insatiable, famished.


The title of this book, Rousseau’s Lost Children, refers to the five children that Rousseau, as a young man, famously abandoned at birth. The book will argue that his decision to reject fatherhood and forsake his offspring is key to understanding both his personality and his philosophy. Rousseau’s story of the boy at Porte d’Enfer is a case in point. The hard-line position on gratitude that Rousseau arrives at here, which in and of itself hints at an uneasy conscience, assumes its full significance only when we consider Rousseau’s past treatment of his own infants. In this light, the boy no longer appears as just a boy. He stands in for the lost five, who, Rousseau implies, should not expect anything from their father. Rather they should wait to receive whatever he willingly chooses to give them. In fact, they should not even wait. They should have no expectations of him at all. Only then will they receive from him something that they can truly be grateful for. And in the meantime, they should be happy for all he has not given them, since withholding freely is always better, always kinder, than bestowing under duress.


Letter 12: GAVIN MULVANY to JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU


Paris, 8 May 2022


With your story about the boy at Porte d’Enfer, are you trying to tell me something about gratitude? As a younger man, I was brought into contact with a fellow, a Parisian, who gave me one or two lessons on this subject. Allow me, please, to relate these to you, before I leave you in peace.


At the time I met this man, whose name was Cyprien Abreo, I was training at the university in Dublin to become a professor in French literature, and was under considerable mental strain, as the deadline for my thesis was fast approaching. Although I’d done a considerable amount of reading related to my topic, I’d yet to convert this groundwork into anything substantial. In a few months’ time the examination board was expecting to receive from me three hundred pages of polished argument, but thus far all I’d managed was a rough twenty. To make matters worse, the stipend I’d been awarded by my department at the beginning of my studies was about to run out, and, without a completed thesis, I was in no position to apply for a salaried position to replace it.


My supervisor at the university, a Professor Alan Keogh, was a brash and brilliant man, a bit of a celebrity in Irish academic circles because he had written a book about sexual relations among the religious orders of the ancien régime that had once got him onto a panel on Friday-night television. But Alan (as he insisted I call him) was also very busy, with a wife, at least one girlfriend, a lot of children and a social schedule to attend to. Moreover he didn’t, by his own admission, feel any great affinity with my chosen area of study, which was Montaigne. (Specifically the essays on fatherhood. Which at first glance appeared an ill fit for me too, given that I had no children of my own.)


I don’t mean to suggest that my supervisor was to blame for the poor progress I was making in my work. By any standards, Alan made an unusual amount of time for me, agreeing to meet with me more regularly than stipulated in the guidelines, allowing our meetings to run over the scheduled ninety minutes, and often inviting me to continue our conversation at the pub or over dinner in a restaurant, paid for by him. It must be said that, from time to time, Alan did allocate to me assignments which, strictly speaking, he had sole responsibility for and ought to have completed himself, and which he knew would interfere with my work plan. Out of a sense of loyalty to him, however, I never refused. To tell the truth, the closer my deadline, and the more tension I felt about this, the more willing I seemed to be to take on his extra tasks, and the more grateful he appeared when I agreed to do so.


On a midweek morning in November, Professor Cyprien Abreo arrived at the university to deliver a paper. Alan was available to show the Professor around the campus and take him to lunch, and to give the introductory address at the event itself, but an unspecified clash in his diary, something of great moment that could not be moved, meant he had to leave before the end. It fell to me, therefore, to take the questions from the audience, make the summing-up remarks (the gist of which Alan supplied to me in advance), host the drinks reception afterwards and, if Professor Abreo professed to be hungry, take him for a cheap bite.


Over the following weeks and months I was to form a tight bond with Professor Abreo and eventually move to Paris to be close to him. But that evening in the pizzeria he paid only scant attention to me. Some other students, women, had overheard me inviting him to eat and had hitched themselves to the cart, so to speak, insisting on doing so even when I told them they’d have to pay for themselves. None of them were pretty, though of course they were smart, and, by constantly exaggerating the magnitude of the matters they raised, and by toggling the volume of their own laughter to make it seem as though they were being unceasingly but varyingly funny, they managed to put Professor Abreo into a sort of trance, whereby he couldn’t see further than their moving lips and flashing teeth, while I receded completely from his view. It was on account of my frustration about this unforeseen situation that, after the meal, having seen the women off to the night bus, I offered to accompany him on foot to his hotel, which was not far away.


On our solitary walk through the pedestrianised streets around the campus, I was able to talk to him properly at last. The night was quiet, and I was nervous. I didn’t want him to find fault with my French, so I limited myself to asking questions, which he answered carefully and at length, without, thankfully, asking many in return. Somehow, I think aided by this imbalance, we managed to find common ground. And, at the door of his hotel, before saying goodnight, almost as an afterthought, he recommended your work to me as a possible alternative to that of Montaigne.


I was, it goes without saying, already aware of your writings and had read your major political discourses. But the Rousseau that Professor Abreo talked about, with considerable enthusiasm, was the Rousseau from the later autobiographical works and from the letters, who was quite different from the Rousseau I’d learned about in my undergraduate lectures, and who I liked the sound of much more. It was cold outside, so I can’t imagine we stood talking for more than a couple of minutes, but in that short time Professor Abreo had all but convinced me that, if fatherhood was indeed a concept that absorbed me, I’d be advised to put Montaigne aside and to write about you instead.


It would be inaccurate to say that, after this, Professor Abreo took over as my supervisor. Alan continued to give me his guidance as I worked, with newly discovered vigour, to bring my thesis to completion. But it is undoubtedly true that without Professor Abreo’s input, which from the outset was steady and thorough, I wouldn’t have written the thesis I did, nor one that was anything like as good. The day after Professor Abreo left for Paris, I sent him a note asking him for some pointers about where to start in my investigation of your work. He responded immediately with a long letter that included a hand-drawn chart detailing various possible avenues of exploration, along with a lovely print of the first cover of your essay on inequality, rolled up in a hard tube. For a long time I looked at that tube without opening it; I just stood there holding it in my hands. Never had I felt so visible, so alive.


Once I had read and re-read your writings in the order that Professor Abreo suggested, I sent him some of the notes I had taken, and he replied with detailed comments. Soon after, I sent him sections of the new thesis itself, and, over the telephone, we went through them, adding, subtracting and amending material. In these exchanges we kept strictly to the subject at hand. Never did we veer into matters of an obvious personal nature. Yet in my perception your words enabled us to open up to each other as friends.


How to be sincere in relation to oneself and others? How to do away with the dead language of ordinary social life and replace it with total transparency? How to express the feeling of existence in its naked state? How to use phrases that illuminate what’s hidden within? How to transmit emotions to one’s eyes and face? How to choose an interlocutor sensitive enough to take it all in? These were the questions that Professor Abreo drew out of your philosophy and arranged in front of me, there to gleam under the blaze of his intelligence, and profoundly I could relate to them.


You see, the manners of the society in which I’d been raised, the typical modes of communication there, which ought to have been second nature to me, had always confounded me. As hard as I tried to conform to them, I was constantly being misinterpreted – seen as arrogant rather than forthcoming, critical rather than discerning – and as a result I struggled to form lasting bonds. In rebellion, I adopted manners of my own, which dispensed me from the need to fit in, but also accelerated my alienation. If I was separate and alone, I was constantly being told, I had only myself to blame. Yet now you were teaching me that there was nothing wrong with my way of being. According to you, it was worth the trouble to present myself sincerely at all times, and to brook no compromise in this, because even in a society with which I had broken relations, there may be someone – a visitor like Professor Abreo, for instance – capable of understanding me.


When I finished my thesis, much sooner than I could ever have hoped, just a couple of months after the initial deadline, I felt it was my duty to put Professor Abreo’s name before Alan’s in the acknowledgements, as a reflection of the relative weight of their contributions to the final argument. It wasn’t correct, I’m aware of that. I don’t know if Alan noticed; he certainly didn’t mention it. But Professor Abreo did. In a note full of reproofs – but also heartfelt thanks. ‘Falsehood,’ he wrote, quoting you, ‘is capable of an infinite variety of combinations; but the truth has only one manner of being.’


I was, to say the least, overjoyed to have acquired this rare intellectual friendship. I couldn’t believe my luck. In the face of enormous pressure to change, to be less myself, I’d stayed firm, and this was my reward: a man whom I would know, and who would know me, completely. Nothing less than the ideal. There was no question that I was going to move to Paris and live it out.


At the same time, I didn’t fail to notice that I was the driving force in this new alliance. My trips to Paris, which began soon after I submitted the thesis and continued for more than year, until I eventually relocated – these trips didn’t come about as a result of any invitations from Professor Abreo; rather they followed from petitions of mine. Could I? Will he? Might I? Please? I expected, and always got, a yes. In a letter: yes. On a postcard: yes. On the phone: yes. ‘Of course, Gavin, you don’t have to ask.’ And with each yes, I felt enormous gratitude to this man, this relative stranger, who so easily, with such little fuss, gave me what I wanted.


Except on the rare occasions when I had come into some money, in which case we split the costs of a proper hotel room, I stayed in hostels near Professor Abreo’s flat in the eighth arrondissement, booked by Professor Abreo himself. Then, in advance of my more permanent move, he found me a flatshare on a street parallel to his. As an interim solution, while I looked for teaching work at the universities, he sent me students who were willing to pay me for private English lessons.


As you might expect of two friends living in such proximity, we saw a lot of each other. In the evenings, or on my days off, I’d drop into his flat unannounced, which he appeared happy for me to do. We’d drink tea in his study, and play with the dog, and his wife would ask me to stay for dinner. To thank them for this generosity, I offered to give their daughter English lessons for free, so I was regularly there on Saturday mornings when he and his wife were in their dressing gowns and showing no compulsion to change on account of my presence. After these lessons, at my suggestion, Professor Abreo (whom by now I addressed informally using his first name, Cyprien) and I would often take long walks through the city, making sure to cut through one of the cemeteries – Montmartre, Montparnasse, Père Lachaise – where we pronounced the names carved into the stones and imagined alternative lives for ourselves in different eras. To be honest, though, I didn’t care to have an alternative life. I was totally content with this one, which, after many long years of famine, had finally begun to share its abundance with me.


You say in your letter that for good deeds to be truly good, they must be free of all obligation. I suppose this is another way of saying that true gratitude can only be felt when a gift is received without the receiver having demanded it. But what Cyprien taught me, and what I’m trying to articulate here, is that there’s another side to this question. On the one hand, I was truly grateful for every favour Cyprien granted me, every gift he bestowed. On the other hand, it is also true that, as our association matured, and as his favours and his gifts added up, the gratitude I felt gradually weakened. A person gets used to things. It’s hard to admit it, but, at a certain point – probably around the time I started staying in his flat while he was away – I began to take Cyprien’s largesse for granted. Bit by bit, my initial transports of appreciation, my gushing exclamations, transformed into dull smiles, which then became routine nods with little emotion attached, except sometimes resentment that I wasn’t getting more. As shameful as it sounds, there even came the moment when I started to wonder why I should be the one receiving all the time: ought Cyprien not allow me the chance to give now and then? By simply asking something of me, he could have done this, but he so rarely did.


Which brings me to the core of what I want to say to you. To give a person something and receive ingratitude in return is unquestionably painful, and I understand why in such a situation you might choose to end your giving. But much worse – infinitely so, in my opinion – is to give so much that the receiver forgets how to live without such bounty and then one day, without warning or explanation, to cease this giving. To stop it dead.


This is what Cyprien did to me. On a Monday he was available; on the Tuesday, suddenly, he was hard to reach. Our regular teatime conversations were put on hold, then never resumed. Our walks became a thing of the past. As an excuse for cancelling my lessons to his daughter, he told me that the Irish accent wasn’t the ideal one for her English. After that, my texts and calls to him went unanswered. The door of his building remained firmly closed when I buzzed.


So, helpless, like a child dropped off at an unknown gate, I found myself alone and friendless in Paris, trapped in an uncongenial flatshare and unable to find work equal to my qualifications. The hole that this opened up in my life was immense; I was swallowed by it. I couldn’t believe that such blackness was possible. Nor did I have any idea about how to get clear of it. Leaving Paris wasn’t enough. Getting older neither. Today, two decades later, I still have the mark inside.


Letter 13: GAVIN MULVANY to CYPRIEN ABREO


Paris, 9 May 2022


Online you can see images of the different fortifications that used to surround Paris. One that I’ve spent a particularly long time looking at superimposes outlines of all the once-existing city walls onto a modern map, so that they form concentric circles of ever-increasing diameter. The tiny Gallo-Roman wall at the centre. Around that, the medieval walls. Around those, the Charles V wall from the fourteenth century, later expanded by Louis XIII in the early seventeenth century, then destroyed by Louis XIV a few decades later, to be replaced by the great boulevards. Around that again, the Wall of the Farmers-General, constructed in the late eighteenth century, then torn down in 1860 and transformed into a second belt of boulevards. And finally, around that, the Thiers wall, built in the 1840s, demolished in the 1920s, making way for today’s ring road, le boulevard périphérique, which was laid between 1956 and 1973.


Isn’t it remarkable, Cyprien, that the various walls of Paris eventually metamorphosed into roads? That what one epoch experienced as a boundary, another experienced as a thoroughfare? But there’s a difference, isn’t there, between the boulevards that became part of the fabric of the city, and le périph, which continues to act as a fortification. Le périph performs its defensive function far more effectively, through its noise and its fumes and its speeding metal, than the Thiers wall ever could have with mere bricks and mortar. ‘There’s only one reason to cross le périph,’ you said once, ‘and that’s to go to the airport.’ Which I found to be a strange statement coming from a man who’d been born in the suburbs, in ‘a place no one has ever heard of called Plaisir’.


Yesterday, from my current lodgings in the fifth arrondissement, I walked down boulevard Saint-Michel to the fourteenth, and followed the connecting boulevards south, reaching le périph on avenue de la porte d’Orléans. The bridge over the ring road had a central island with its core cut out and railings surrounding the resulting void, which enabled me to lean over and look straight down at the cars passing below. The cars I could see through the hole appeared to be going much faster than those approaching the bridge on either side. This is the most interesting thing I can say about porte d’Orléans.


On an impulse I decided to cross the bridge and follow le périph on the outside, extra-muros, going west, that is clockwise, against the flow of traffic on the road’s outer lanes. At porte de Vanves, then at porte de la Plaine, then at porte de Sèvres, I paused for a minute to take in the similarities. The simplicity and clarity of everything. Arrows on the roads. Branding on the buildings. All objects named, all movement directed. Life funnelled. Nothing left to chance. What a bizarre, hermetic little universe. I went to a Supermarché G20 to buy water and chocolate then, because I understood that I was going to walk the entire way round.


In 2004, a motorcyclist called ‘Ghost Rider’ completed a lap, completely illegally, in nine minutes and fifty-seven seconds. Driving at the upper speed limit of seventy km/h on a clear road, it would take half an hour. Going at the average speed of thirty-five, an hour or more. During congested periods, what, two or three hours? It took me over eight hours, from porte d’Orléans to porte d’Orléans, including stops. Eight hours gives you a lot of time to look. And there was a surprising amount to look at, actually. After a while I began to discern texture and variation in a landscape that at first appeared uniform. I saw wildlife in unlikely places. I crossed paths with other pedestrians at the most inhumane-looking intersections: caught eyes with them under overlapping overpasses, the traffic thundering overhead, and perceived our collective vulnerability. Quite something.


The best thing, though, was that I didn’t feel obliged to be especially attentive to my surroundings. Because I was walking in a place that was really a sort of non-place, I felt free to let my thoughts wander. It turns out, Cyprien, that le périph is a perfect spot for reverie. Not that you’d ever go and find out for yourself. Definitely not your thing. But that is sort of my point: it felt as if I was doing the walk for you. Taking a step that you never would, so that I could tell you about it. Impress you. To be honest, for the entire expedition, I felt you there by my side. Criticising me, yes: you wouldn’t be you if you weren’t doing that. But also not; also being nice. When I got home last night, as tired as I was after all the exercise, I couldn’t sleep, you were so present.


You don’t have to worry. I’m not writing to – well, look, I’m writing to thank you. Do you remember the book on Rousseau that you said I should write? I’ve finally got round to making a proper start on it, and this time I think I’ll actually get to the end.


You probably don’t recall. In Paris, during one of our walks, you suggested that I use the material from my PhD as the basis for a book. At the time I dismissed the idea with a show of false modesty, but your words lodged themselves in my mind, there to take up the full expanse of my ambition. On my return to Dublin after my time in Paris, I got a non-specialist lectureship that required me to teach across the different periods of French literature and only allowed me to make cursory dips into Rousseau every now and then. As my academic career chugged along, I published bits and pieces here and there, in which I argued for the sake of arguing and tied myself in knots about questions that in truth didn’t engage me, which caused me to feel near permanent dissatisfaction with myself. What saved me from descending into absolute despair was the thought that one day I’d act on your advice and write that Rousseau book.


Every so often, in the breaks between terms, a panic would grip me and I’d rush to a rented cottage in the countryside with a suitcase of tomes, where I’d rack my cranky inner machinery to come up with a book proposal of sufficient glister to wow the great publishers of London. Invariably, though, the results of my labour would fall short and end up in the bin. Pedro – my boyfriend then, today my husband – had a theory. He said what I was attached to was merely the idea of the book, its picture in my imagination, as planted there by you. My inability to write it was, in his analysis, a form of deep resistance whose purpose was to preserve something that existed only in your mind and in mine: my last remaining connection to you. Were I ever to make the book a reality, an object to hold in my hands, it would come home to me, once and for all, that I no longer possessed you as a friend. That no material thing could be an adequate substitute for what we once shared. That you were in the past, gone. And I couldn’t admit that.


‘What your whole attitude boils down to,’ Pedro said to me, ‘is fear of commitment.’


Out of pride I argued against this interpretation, but the evidence was stacked against me. I continually put off getting a mortgage because I feared the regular repayments would prevent me from taking unpaid leave in the future to write the book. For ages after it was legalised, I resisted getting married, in case the arrangements got in the way of my notional writing routine. And more recently, when Pedro began to talk about adopting children, I refused point-blank to consider the question until I’d finished a first draft. It came to a head about four years ago, when, one Sunday evening, he came to stand in front of my favourite television series, which at that moment I was enjoying, and served me an ultimatum. I was to make one last stab at writing a proposal. If I secured a publishing contract within six months, he’d hold off on the adoption papers until I’d produced a full manuscript. If not, and if I still refused to put my name on the dotted line, he’d leave me.


Having no reason to doubt his sincerity – he’d never made such a threat before – I journeyed into the countryside a final time and, with an ease that almost alarmed me, rustled something up. Rousseau’s Lost Children, I called it. An inspection of Rousseau’s life and thought through the lens of fatherhood. At base, a philosophical biography of the traditional sort, undaunting to a general audience. Its only claim to novelty: a promise (impossible to keep) to use hitherto unseen historical documents to reconstruct the likely fates of Rousseau’s abandoned children.


That did the trick. With a book now under contract, I was riding high, triumphant. Until, that is, the time came to start writing, at which point I entered a new phase of agonising failure. As soon as I sat down at the desk, I found myself blocked. The words wouldn’t come. I spent the days procrastinating. I lost faith in what I was doing. Either the proposal I’d sold was a lie, or I wasn’t up to it.


The next four years I spent faking progress on the project. Submission dates came and went. The publishers sent increasingly stern emails to my agent. Happily the pandemic gave me a reprieve, but when the university reopened, I went back to skulking between the library and my study at home, painfully aware that I ought to be in Paris, trawling the archives. Many times I was on the verge of returning the advance and bowing out. Indeed, in bed just a few weeks ago, as I reached to turn out the light, I said to Pedro, ‘I’ve had it. I’m not doing this any more. I’ll sell all my possessions to pay back the advance.’ To which he rolled over, whipped the adoption papers out of the bedside drawer and slapped them onto my chest, saying: ‘Time?’ I booked a flight on my phone then and there.


Now I’m kicking myself for not coming to Paris sooner. On the very first night in my lodgings here, I had a breakthrough. While unpacking and arranging my folders of notes, I found myself reviewing the draft introduction to Rousseau’s Lost Children. As I did so, something you once said to me came back to my mind. At dinner at the Ethiopian place near your office – do you still go there? – you gave me a gift of an early edition of Reveries of the Solitary Walker and suggested that I should focus my future book on that. The Reveries, you said, was Rousseau’s best work, his masterpiece. It contained in crystallised form everything of interest Rousseau had written elsewhere. And it was extremely beautiful, besides. What a crime that more people didn’t know about it. It was time, you said, for a young scholar like me to open up its wonders to a new generation of readers. ‘We need another who is willing to speak.’


On remembering this, something clicked. A boundary gave way to a thoroughfare. I opened my laptop and drew up a new plan for the book. One that I’m confident I can execute, since it accurately reproduces your original vision for it, which you passed on to me that evening, clear and fully formed.


Like the Reveries, each chapter will take the form of a walk in Paris. Ten walks, ten directions, ten destinations. I’ll start each of these walks at Rousseau’s old house and make my way out of the inner city to the countryside, just as Rousseau himself did. Each time I’ll exit through a different gate of le périph, navigate through the vast expanse of ‘the city on the other side’ and won’t stop until I have reached uninterrupted green – long hikes, of five, six, seven hours. Then, back at the desk, I’ll write as accurate an account as possible of the thoughts I’d had while walking, putting these thoughts into dialogue with some of those that Rousseau had while he walked and that he recounts in the Reveries.


Do you approve?


The old title, Rousseau’s Lost Children, I’ll keep for the time being. I’ll no longer pretend, however, that I can miraculously materialise the identities of Rousseau’s abandoned children. Instead, during my walks with him, I’ll find out from Rousseau himself what he thinks and how he feels about his abandonment of them, and demand from him some kind of recompense on their behalf. (An explanation? An apology? I don’t know.) In this way, I’ll be the abandoned one who reappears to confront his abandoner – and who must, in the process, face the question of what is compelling him to return to the source of his pain. Why go there? Will it make him any less lost?


Letter 14: OLIVIA HAYES to BARBARA DIGBY 


[Forwarded to GAVIN MULVANY]


London, 10 May 2022


Sorry, just getting to this now. Can we please agree on a final-final deadline for Rousseau’s Lost Children? Gavin has already missed several. Anything I need to know? As for new approaches, how new is ‘new’?


Letter 15: PEDRO SOUZA to GAVIN MULVANY


Dublin, 10 May 2022


Have I ever put limits on you? From the beginning I’ve encouraged you to do what you love. No one wants you to finish this book more than me. If being in Paris helps you to get the thing over the line at last, I’m all for it.


But Gavin, look at the date. It’s exactly twenty years since your last stay there and we both know how that ended. Do you expect me to believe this is a coincidence?


Be straight with me. Are you planning to meet up with that man?


You make your own decisions. I’m past telling you what you should and shouldn’t do. All I ask is that before doing anything stupid you take a minute to remember the shocking state you came home in last time, thanks to him. Maybe you’ve blocked it out? I don’t have that luxury because I was the one who nursed you back to health. (Not your family. Not your friends. Me.) Trust me when I say I won’t do it again.


Letter 16: GAVIN MULVANY to PEDRO SOUZA


Paris, 10 May 2022


As I’ve told you a million times, we have ‘that man’ to thank for bringing us together. But you can relax. He wouldn’t agree to see me even if I wanted to (and I don’t).


Letter 17: JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU to GAVIN MULVANY


Paris, 11 May 1777


We must meet after all. I feel obliged to return to you the bottle of wine you left at my house. Gifts already? Please retrieve any morning after eleven and before one. Then, once we are on even ground again, with no outstanding business between us, we can have the appropriate goodbye, and you need not darken my door again.










FIRST WALK


[image:  A line drawing of a walking route through Paris.]


(To bois de la Grange, walking southeast: rue J.-J. Rousseau – rue Saint-Honoré – quai de Gesvres – quai aux Fleurs – quai de la Tournelle – quai Saint-Bernard – boulevard Périphérique – Ivry-sur-Seine – Choisy-le-Roi – Villeneuve-Saint-Georges – bois de la Grange; 27 km: 6 hours, 20 minutes)









Happiness


MS Extract: from Rousseau’s Lost 
Children by GAVIN MULVANY


Last edited: 12 May 2022


When Rousseau first came to Paris as an eighteen-year-old in 1728, he did not end up staying long; his search for an occupation and an education took him off to other places. But in 1744, now in his thirties, he returned, determined to make a name for himself this time. Already he had lived in France, Switzerland, the duchy of Savoy and Italy, and had been an engraver’s apprentice, domestic servant, seminarian, music teacher, interpreter, clerk, tutor and composer of music, all unsuccessfully. There was, frankly, only one profession left for an international wanderer of his background, and with his ambitions: that of philosopher.


In Paris, through a Swiss acquaintance, he was introduced to Denis Diderot, with whom he formed a close friendship. Diderot was a year younger than Rousseau, son of a small-town artisan, and similarly eager to leave a mark on history. Unlike Rousseau, however, Diderot had come to Paris at sixteen to pursue his studies, taking a master’s degree at the Sorbonne, and had since transformed himself into an urbane sophisticate; he was now at the heart of the unusual intellectual ferment in the city, the Enlightenment.


Diderot treated his new friend like a younger brother or even a pupil, and at first Rousseau accepted this role. Rousseau attended weekly dinners with Diderot and other intellectuals, from which materialised the project of the Encyclopédie: a complete compendium of Enlightenment thought, to which Rousseau would eventually contribute hundreds of articles. Rousseau at this time was cautious, obliging, charming, trustful; everybody liked him. The other men of letters reproached him only for his timid politeness which seemed to them too provincial. However, there were things on Rousseau’s mind that, as yet, he was not revealing to them: ‘I am so disgusted with society and dealing with men that nothing but a sense of honour keeps me here, and if I were ever to attain the height of my desires, which is to owe nothing to anyone, I won’t be seen in Paris twenty-four hours after.’
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