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ROUSSEAU AND ROMANTICISM
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HCRERBEX—BHEZRRBEXMXA" (Romantic Genius),

ROUSSEAU AND ROMANTICISM

CHAPTER TWO
ROMANTIC GENIUS

Romanticism, it has been remarked, is all that is not Voltairel. The
clash between Rousseau? and Voltaire is indeed not merely the clash
between two men, it is the clash between two incompatible views
of life. Voltaire is the end of the old world, as Goethe® has put
it, Rousseau the beginning of the new.

One is not to suppose, however, that Voltaire was a consistent
champion of the past. He is indeed with all his superficial clearness
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one-of the most incoherent of writers. At the same time that he
defended classical tradition he attacked Christian tradition, spreading
abroad a spirit of mockery and irreverence that tended to make evcry
traditional belief impossible. The “reason” to which he appeals’
has all the shallowness that I have noticed in the “reason” of the
"eighteenth century. Though he does not fall into the Cartesian
excess of abstract reasoning?, and though the -good sense that he
most often understands by reason is admirably shrewd within certain
bounds, he nevertheless falls very far short of the standards of a
true classicism. He delights in the philosophy of Locke® ard has
little sense for Greek philosophy or for the higher aspects® of Greek
literature. He is quite lacking in the quality of imagination that is
needful if one is to communicate with what is above the 'ordinary
rational level. So far from being capable of high serioushess, he
is scarcely capable of ordinary seriousness. And so the nobility,
elegance, imitation, and decorum that he is constantly preaching'
have abeut them a taint of formalism?. Perhdps this taint appears
most conspicuously in his conception of decorum. A man may -
be willing to impose-restrictions’ on his ordinary self—and-every
type of decorum is restrictive—if he is asked to do so for some ade-
quate end. The end of the decorum that an Aristotle®, for example,
would impose is that one mag} become more human and therefore, -
as he endeavors to show in a highly positive fashion, happier. The’
only art and literature that will please a man who has thus become
human through the observance of trie decorum is an ‘artsand litera- -
ture that are themselves human and -decorous. Voltaire for his
part wishes to subject art and literature to an elaborate sét of resttics:
tions in the name of decorum, but these restrictions are not joitied
to any adequate end. The only reward he holds out to :hosé who
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observe all these restrictions is “the merit of difficulty overcome.”
At bottom, like so many of the Jesnits® from whom he received his
education, he locks upon art as a game—a very ingenious and com-
plicated game. The French muse he compares to a person executing
a difficult clog dance on a tight rope, and he argues from this coms-
parison,. not that the French muse should assume a less constrained .
posture, but that she should on the contrary be exemplary to the
nations. No wonder the romanticists and even Dr. Johnson® de-
marred at Voltaire’s condemnation of Shakespeare in the name:of :
this type of decorum, | A c e
.Voltaire is therefore, in spite of all his dazzling gifts, one of
the Jnost compromising advocates of classicism. Pope also. had
eminent merits, but from the truly classical point of view he is about
as inadequate as Voltaire; and this is important to remember because
English romanticism tends to be all that is not Popeit. The English ,
romanticists revolted cspecially from the poetic diction of which .
Pope was one-of the chief sources, and poetic diction, with its failure .
to distinguish between nobility of language and the language. of the.
nqbility, is only an aspect of artificigl decorum. . However, dhe
revolt from poetic diction and decorum in general is not the central
aspect of the great movement thag -resulted in the eclipse of the wit3;.
and man of the world!® and in the emergence of the original genius.
What the genius wanted was spontaneity, and spontaneity, as he
understood it, involves a denial, not merely of decorum, but of:some-
thing that, as I have said, goes deeper than decornm—namely the
doctrine of imitation. According to Voltaire genius is only judicious
imitation. - According to Rousseau the prime mark of genius is refusal -
toimitate. The movement away fromimitation, however, had already .
got well started before it thus came to a picturesque head.in the
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