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Madame de Stael, in her Letters on the Writings and Character of Rousseau, gives it as
her opinion, ‘that the imagination was the first faculty of his mind, and that this faculty
even absorbed all the others.’ss And she farther adds, ‘Rousseau had great strength of
reason on abstract questions, or with respect to objects, which have no reality but in the
mind.’ss Both these opinions are radically wrong. Neither imagination nor reason can
properly be said to have been the original predominant faculties of his mind. The
strength both of imagination and reason, which he possessed, was borrowed from the
excess of another faculty; and the weakness and poverty of reason and imagination,
which are to be found in his works, may be traced to the same source, namely, that these
faculties in him were artificial, secondary, and dependant, operating by a power not
theirs, but lent to them. The only quality which he possessed in an eminent degree,
which alone raised him above ordinary men, and which gave to his writings and
opinions an influence greater, perhaps, than has been exerted by any individual in
modern times, was extreme sensibility, or an acute and even morbid feeling of all that
related to his own impressions, to the objects and events of his life. He had the most
intense consciousness of his own existence. No object that had once made an impression
on him was ever after effaced. Every feeling in his mind became a passion. His craving
after ©vexcitement was an appetite and a disease. His interest in his own thoughts and
feelings was always wound up to the highest pitch; and hence the enthusiasm which he
excited in others. He owed the power which he exercised over the opinions of all
Europe, by which he created numberless disciples, and overturned established systems,
to the tyranny which his feelings, in the first instance, exercised over himself. The
dazzling blaze of his reputation was kindled by the same fire that fed upon his
vitals.s« His ideas differed from those of other men only in their force and intensity. His
genius was the effect of his temperament. He created nothing, he demonstrated nothing,
by a pure effort of the understanding. His fictitious characters are modifications of his
own being, reflections and shadows of himself. His speculations are the obvious
exaggerations of a mind, giving a loose to its habitual impulses, and moulding all nature
to its own purposes. Hence his enthusiasm and his eloquence, bearing down all
opposition. Hence the warmth and the luxuriance, as well as the sameness of his
descriptions. Hence the frequent verboseness of his style; for passion lends force and
reality to language, and makes words supply the place of imagination. Hence the
tenaciousness of his logic, the acuteness of his observations, the refinement and the



inconsistency of his reasoning. Hence his keen penetration, and his strange want of
comprehension of mind: for the same intense feeling which enabled him to discern the
first principles of things, and seize some one view of a subject in all its ramifications,
prevented him from admitting the operation of other causes which interfered with his
favourite purpose, and involved him in endless wilful contradictions. Hence his
excessive egotism, which filled all objects with himself, and would have occupied the
universe with his smallest interest. Hence his jealousy and suspicion of others; for no
attention, no respect or sympathy, could come up to the extravagant claims of his self-
love. Hence his dissatisfaction with himself and with all around him; for nothing could
satisfy his ardent longings after good, his restless appetite of being. Hence his feelings,
overstrained and exhausted, recoiled upon themselves, and produced his love of silence
and repose, his feverish aspirations after the quiet and solitude of nature. Hence in part
also his quarrel with the artificial institutions and distinctions of society, which opposed
so many barriers to the unrestrained indulgence of his will, and allured his imagination
to scenes of o0 pastoral simplicity or of savage life, where the passions were either not
excited or left to follow their own impulse,—where the petty vexations and irritating
disappointments of common life had no place,—and where the tormenting pursuits of
arts and sciences were lost in pure animal enjoyment, or indolent repose. Thus he
describes the first savage wandering for ever under the shade of magnificent forests, or
by the side of mighty rivers, smit with the unquenchable love of nature!

The best of all his works is the Confessions, though it is that which has been least read,
because it contains the fewest set paradoxes or general opinions. It relates entirely to
himself; and no one was ever so much at home on this subject as he was. From the
strong hold which they had taken of his mind, he makes us enter into his feelings as if
they had been our own, and we seem to remember every incident and circumstance of
his life as if it had happened to ourselves. We are never tired of this work, for it
everywhere presents us with pictures which we can fancy to be counterparts of our own
existence. The passages of this sort are innumerable. There is the interesting account of
his childhood, the constraints and thoughtless liberty of which are so well described; of
his sitting up all night reading romances with his father, till they were forced to desist
by hearing the swallows twittering in their nests; his crossing the Alps, described with
all the feelings belonging to it, his pleasure in setting out, his satisfaction in coming to
his journey’s end, the delight of ‘coming and going he knew not where’; his arriving at
Turin; the figure of Madame Basile, drawn with such inimitable precision and elegance;
the delightful adventure of the Chateau de Toune, where he passed the day with
Mademoiselle G**** and Mademoiselle Galley; the story of his Zulietta, the proud, the
charming Zulietta, whose last words, ‘Va Zanetto, e studia la Matematica,” were never
to be forgotten; his sleeping near Lyons in a niche of the wall, after a fine summer’s
day, with a nightingale perched above his head; his first meeting with Madame Warens,
the pomp of sound with which he has celebrated her name, beginning ‘Louise Eleonore
de Warens étoit une demoiselle de la Tour de Pil, noble et ancienne famille de Vevai,



ville du pays de Vaud’ (sounds which we still tremble to repeat); his description of her
person, her angelic smile, her mouth of the size of his own; his walking out one day
while the bells were chiming to vespers, and anticipating in a sort of waking dream the
life he afterwards led with her, in which months and years, and life itself passed away
in undisturbed felicity; the sudden disappointment of his hopes; his transport thirty
years after at seeing the same flower which they had brought home together from one
of their ' rambles near Chambery; his thoughts in that long interval of time; his suppers
with Grimm and Diderot after he came to Paris; the first idea of his prize dissertation
on the savage state; his account of writing the New Eloise, and his attachment to
Madame d’Houdetot; his literary projects, his fame, his misfortunes, his unhappy
temper; his last solitary retirement in the lake and island of Bienne, with his dog and
his boat; his reveries and delicious musings there; all these crowd into our minds with
recollections which we do not chuse to express. There are no passages in the New
Eloise of equal force and beauty with the best descriptions in the Confessions, if we
except the excursion on the water, Julia’s last letter to St. Preux, and his letter to her,
recalling the days of their first loves. We spent two whole years in reading these two
works; and (gentle reader, it was when we were young) in shedding tears over them

— —“As fast as the Arabian trees
Their medicinal gums.’

They were the happiest years of our life. We may well say of them, sweet is the dew of
their memory, and pleasant the balm of their recollection! There are, indeed,
impressions which neither time nor circumstances can efface.su

Rousseau, in all his writings, never once lost sight of himself. He was the same
individual from first to last. The spring that moved his passions never went down, the
pulse that agitated his heart never ceased to beat. It was this strong feeling of interest,
accumulating in his mind, which overpowers and absorbs the feelings of his readers.
He owed all his power to sentiment. The writer who most nearly resembles him in our
own times is the author of the Lyrical Ballads. We see no other difference between
them, than that the one wrote in prose and the other in poetry; and that prose is perhaps
better adapted to express those local and personal feelings, which are inveterate habits
in the mind, than poetry, which embodies its imaginary creations. We conceive that
Rousseau’s exclamation, ‘Ah, voila de la pervenche, comes more home to the mind
than Mr. Wordsworth’s discovery of the linnet’s nest ‘with five blue eggs,” or than his
address to the cuckoo, beautiful as we think it is; and we will confidently match the
Citizen of Geneva’s adventures on the Lake of Bienne against the Cumberland Poet’s
floating dreams on the Lake of Grasmere. Both create an interest out of nothing, or
rather out of their own feelings; both weave numberless recollections into one
sentiment; both wind their own being round whatever object occurs to them. But
Rousseau, as a prose-writer, gives only the habitual and personal impression. Mr.
Wordsworth, as a poet, is forced to lend the colours of imagination to impressions which



owe all their force to their identity with themselves, and tries to paint what is only to be
felt. Rousseau, in a word, interests you in certain objects by interesting you in himself:
Mr. Wordsworth would persuade you that the most insignificant objects are interesting
in themselves, because he is interested in them. If he had met with Rousseau’s favourite
periwinkle, he would have translated it into the most beautiful of flowers. This 1s not
imagination, but want of sense. If his jealousy of the sympathy of others makes him
avoid what is beautiful and grand in nature, why does he undertake elaborately to
describe other objects? His nature is a mere Dulcinea del Toboso, and he would make
a Vashti of her. Rubens appears to have been as extravagantly attached to his three
wives, as Raphael was to his Fornarina; but their faces were not so classical. The three
greatest egotists that we know ©of, that is, the three writers who felt their own being
most powerfully and exclusively, are Rousseau, Wordsworth, and Benvenuto Cellini.
As Swift somewhere says, we defy the world to furnish out a fourth.

W.H.



