
The Very Pictures of Education: On Rousseau’s Illustrations in Emile 

 

Do great books need pictures? 

This question arises once we notice that some great books have pictures, while others do 

not.  Once printing began to spread through Europe, in the sixteenth century, great books began 

to appear with engravings, called frontispieces, placed at their beginnings.  Francis Bacon’s 

Great Instauration (1620) [Slide 1],1 whose frontispiece depicts two ships passing beyond the 

Pillars of Hercules – that is, the Strait of Gibraltar – in search of a new world; Thomas Hobbes’s 

Leviathan (1651) [Slide 2], whose frontispiece depicts the incorporation of the body politic, the 

sovereign, from the bodies of its subjects; and Giambattista Vico’s New Science (1725) [Slide 3], 

whose frontispiece depicts a collection of objects of allegorical significance, meant to help the 

reader’s memory of the idea of the work [NS 1]2 are three famous seventeenth and eighteenth-

century examples.  But by the nineteenth century, the use of frontispieces seems to have ended, 

although the technology needed to include them remained available.  Some authors of great 

books seem to have chosen not to include pictures, then, though it was possible for them to do 

so. 

This historical record tempts us to dismiss the use of pictures as a fashion in printing.  

But our question – do great books need pictures? – recurs from another, more serious, 

perspective.  Ever since Plato’s Socrates raised, in the Phaedrus, the possibility that a piece of 

writing could be composed according to “some necessity” that dictates the order of its parts and 

their suitability “to each other and to the whole” [264b-c],3 we have been reminded to ask 

whether the author of a great book can give an account of the reason for its parts, according to 

this principle of logographic necessity.  From the perspective of this principle, then, the 
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difference between those authors who could have added pictures to their great books and did, and 

those authors who could have but did not, looks like evidence not of a historical fad, but of a 

disagreement over whether great books need pictures.  This disagreement concerns us, as readers 

of great books, not least because their contemporary publishers sometimes disagree with their 

authors about the need for their pictures, and omit them from their editions, without notice. 

Tonight I mean to consider Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s answer to this question – ‘do great 

books need pictures?’ – by examining some of the pictures Rousseau provided for his great 

books.  Each of the three books that Rousseau says make up his “system,” the Discourse on the 

Sciences and the Arts (1750), the Discourse on Inequality (1754), and Emile (1762) [CW 5:575]4 

has a frontispiece; Emile also has four additional illustrations, so that it has five in total: as many 

pictures as books.  Rousseau also commissioned twelve illustrations for Julie, his epistolary 

novel.5  In each case, moreover, there is evidence that the pictures are, in an important sense, 

Rousseau’s.  Apprenticed unhappily as an engraver in his youth [CW 5:26-37], Rousseau 

corresponded extensively with the artists who worked on his illustrations; and while these letters 

have been lost, we do have letters to others in which Rousseau indicates the attention he devoted 

to the pictures for his books.  Lamenting his publisher’s difficulties with the engravings for Julie, 

for example, Rousseau writes,  

the details into which I entered were not the sort to be carried out to the letter.  It 
is not what the designer must draw, but what he must know so as to make his 
work conform to them as much as possible.  Everything that I have described 
must be in his head in order to put in his engraving everything that can be 
admitted there and to put nothing contrary [CC 4:408; translation mine].6 

Despite this evidence of Rousseau’s care in instructing his artists, publishers of his works have 

not scrupled to omit his illustrations from their editions – sometimes even along with passages 

that mention them – presumably because they consider them unnecessary adornments of 

Rousseau’s books. 
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This lecture will have eight parts.  In the first two, I will briefly examine the frontispieces 

to the First and Second Discourses, considering them as preparations for Rousseau’s illustrations 

in Emile.  In the next five sections, I will briefly consider in turn each of these illustrations, 

reading them first in themselves, then in the light of his explication of each, then in the light of 

their mythological sources, and lastly in the light of their relation to the argument of Emile.  

Finally, in the eighth and longest part, I will sketch what I take to be Rousseau’s answer to our 

question – do great books need pictures? – with reference to his brief discussion in Emile of what 

he calls the language of signs, and his fuller explanation of this language in the Essay on the 

Origin of Languages. 

 

Part One: Prometheus, or the Failed Frontispiece? 

Rousseau’s literary fame dates from the publication of his First Discourse, his anonymous entry 

into the Academy of Dijon’s prize competition, in which the academy asked whether the 

restoration of the sciences and the arts has contributed to the purification of morals [FD 3; 

compare 5].  In the Discourse Rousseau argues that, to the contrary, scientific and artistic 

progress causes moral corruption [FD 9].  Rousseau’s use of illustrations in his works also dates 

from the publication of the First Discourse, whose printed version was accompanied by a 

frontispiece.  Across from the work’s title page is an engraving of three figures in an outdoor 

setting, with some vegetation in the foreground, and perhaps a mountain in the background 

[Slide 4].  The leftmost figure is a muscular, bearded male, naked except for a cloak draped over 

his shoulder.  He holds a torch in his right hand, the flame of which strangely seems to burn 

horizontally, rather than vertically.  His left hand rests on the central figure’s shoulder; 

otherwise, the leftmost figure seems to hover in midair, straddling a billowing cloud.  He gazes 
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intently at the other figures in the scene.  The central figure is another male, more slightly built 

than the first, and wholly naked.  He stands on a block, in a statuesque pose, with both hands 

open, their palms visible.  He could be looking rapturously at the face of the leftmost figure, or at 

the torch that he holds.  Lastly, though he is partly obscured by shadow, we see enough of the 

rightmost figure to conclude that he is not fully human: he has horns and cloven hooves.  A cloak 

worn over his right shoulder partly covers his nakedness, and we can make out pan pipes slung 

over the same shoulder.  Of the three figures in the scene, the rightmost is the only one to have at 

least one limb on the ground.  His left hand is raised, palm upward, in an expressive gesture, 

while his right hand is concealed behind the central figure, into whom he leans.  He gazes avidly 

at one or both of his companions, or perhaps at the torch in the leftmost figure’s hand. 

This frontispiece also features a caption: “Satyr, you do not know it.  See note page 31” 

[FD 2].  It directs us to the center of the First Discourse, to the beginning of Part Two of the 

work, to a footnote to Rousseau’s claim that, according to an ancient Egyptian tradition, the 

sciences were invented by “a god inimical to men’s repose” [FD 16].  The footnote compares 

this Egyptian myth about the god Theuth to the Greek myth about Prometheus, and points out 

that both peoples regarded their divine benefactors with disfavor.  “‘The satyr,’” Rousseau 

quotes from an ancient fable, “‘wanted to kiss and embrace fire the first time he saw it but 

Prometheus cried out to him: “Satyr, you will weep the loss of the beard on your chin, for it 

burns when you touch it.”’  This is the subject of the frontispiece” [FD 16 n *].  It is not hard to 

find the satyr among the figures in the illustration.  But which is Prometheus?  He could be the 

leftmost figure, who bears a lit torch and hovers in the air like a god.  But then who is the third 

man? 
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Six years after the publication of the Discourse, Rousseau judged its frontispiece to be 

“very bad” [CC 4:408].  It was certainly not understood by all of the Discourse’s readers.  One of 

them, Claude-Nicolas Lecat, wrote an anonymous Refutation of the work, in which he claims 

that the central figure in the illustration is man, “naked and leaving the hands of Prometheus, of 

nature.”  The satyr, he maliciously continued, is Rousseau himself, ignorantly admiring the 

image of natural man, which image is about to be burnt to ash by Prometheus’ fire [CW 2:156].  

This tendentious interpretation provoked Rousseau’s retort that he would treat his readers “like 

children,” and interpret for them the “clear allegory” of the illustration.  “Prometheus’ torch,” he 

says in the Letter to Lecat, “is that of the sciences, created to inspire great geniuses.”  “[T]he 

Satyr who, seeing fire for the first time, runs to it and wants to embrace it, represents common 

men, seduced by the brilliance of letters, who surrender indiscreetly to study.”7  And 

“Prometheus who cries out and warns them of the danger is the Citizen of Geneva” – that is, 

Rousseau himself [CW 2:179]. 

Rousseau’s insistence on the clarity of his allegory should not make us forget that he still 

only identifies two of the three figures in the frontispiece: Prometheus-Rousseau, the leftmost 

figure, is known by his torch, while the satyr-common man, the rightmost figure who reaches for 

Prometheus’ torch, is known by his shape.  Again, who is the third man?  We can make an 

educated guess with the assistance of the illustration’s caption.  The phrase “fire burns when one 

touches it” [CW 2:12 n *] comes from Plutarch’s essay “How to profit by one’s enemies,” where 

it is followed immediately by this qualification: “yet it furnishes light and heat, and is an 

instrument of every craft for those who have learned to use it” [II.9].8  If Rousseau’s studied 

omission of this sequel has the same cause as his studied silence about the identity of the third 

man in the illustration, then it seems likely that this third man must be a “great genius,” whom 
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Prometheus’ torch was made to enlighten.  In particular, it seems likely that this man must be the 

great genius whose enlightenment leads him to keep enlightenment from the common people, 

lest scientific and artistic progress corrupt their morals – namely, Rousseau himself.  In the 

frontispiece to the First Discourse, then, we see the first example of Rousseau doubling himself 

in an image.  Soon we will see another example of this practice in one of the illustrations in 

Emile. 

Years after the publication of the First Discourse, Rousseau complained in the Letter to 

Beaumont that none of his adversaries had been able to understand his distinction between the 

suitability of enlightenment for individuals, and its dangerousness for peoples – though he 

always drew this distinction with care [OC 4:967].  We might blame precisely Rousseau’s care in 

drawing this distinction for his adversaries’ failure to notice it.  As we saw, Rousseau compares 

Prometheus with the Egyptian god Theuth, who is mentioned in the discussion of the 

“seemliness and unseemliness of writing” in Plato’s Phaedrus as the inventor of written letters, 

among other sciences [275c-276c].  In this discussion, the question arises whether a piece of 

writing can have the power to defend itself, by knowing how “to speak and keep silence toward 

those it ought” [276a].  By trying, with the frontispiece to the First Discourse, to speak 

differently to different readers, Rousseau seems to have spoken unclearly.  But he would soon 

have a second chance. 

 

Part Two: The Hottentot, or the Literal Frontispiece 

Four years later, Rousseau published his Second Discourse, a work that seeks to uncover man’s 

original condition, and to describe the history of his development from this original condition to 

his present state.  Once again, Rousseau furnished this writing with a captioned frontispiece, 
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located across from its title page [Slide 5].  Again, the setting is outdoors, with vegetation in the 

foreground and, this time, the ocean in the distance.  But this frontispiece features a stark visual 

and thematic division, cutting down the middle and through its principal figure.  To his left we 

see a group of five adult males, wearing broad-brimmed, feathered hats, with elegant clothes and 

tasseled shoes.  Four of them are standing, apparently disputing with one another: two have their 

hands raised in animated gestures.  The fifth man, perhaps their leader, sits on an ornate box.  

One of his hands is raised to his face is a gesture familiar from our classes: the gesture of 

pondering, or perhaps of duplicity.  Behind this group, a crenellated keep rises, with two 

machicolated bartizans.  Over this left side of the image hang dark clouds, casting their shadows 

on the keep and the ground below.  To the right of the principal figure, by contrast, we see two 

rows of low huts, set on a beach that slopes gently to the water.  In front of the closer row of 

huts, we can just make out five or six dark-skinned figures.  Behind these huts, on the water, five 

or six ships are moving under sail, their pennants streaming in the wind.  Over this right side of 

the image, the clouds are lighter, the sky brighter, and birds fly in the distance. 

The principal figure stands between the two halves of this scene.  He is a dark-skinned 

male, wearing fur breeches, a necklace, and a sword at his hip.  A bundle of fabric lies in the 

foreground; peeking out from it is a broad-brimmed feathered hat like those worn by the other 

men.  While looking down at the leader of the group to his right, the central figure gestures with 

his left hand at the huts on the beach or the ships on the water, and with his right at the bundle at 

his feet.  While his left foot is planted on the ground, his right heel is lifted, as if he were about to 

take a step. 

The caption to this illustration reads, “[h]e returns among [chez] his equals.  See Note 13, 

page 259” [SD 112; I have altered the translation]. Turning there, we find Rousseau observing 
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that despite every effort by Europeans, no savage has ever been won over to the European 

religion and way of life.  Anticipating the objection that this is due not to the superiority of the 

savage life, but to their habitual attachment to it, which makes them insensible to the advantages 

of the European way, he quotes at length from a traveler’s tale by Peter Kolben.  The Dutch 

governor of the Cape of Good Hope took an infant Hottentot, and had him raised in the European 

religion and way of life.  After he had been educated and had traveled, this Hottentot returned to 

the Cape, and soon decided to visit his relatives.  During this visit, he discarded his European 

clothes and dressed himself in a sheepskin; he then returned to the Dutch fort, carrying his 

former outfit, and told the Governor the following (and here Rousseau tells us to see the 

frontispiece): 

[b]e so good, Sir, as to note that I forever renounce these trappings.  I also 
renounce the Christian Religion for the rest of my life; my resolution is to live and 
die in the Religion, the ways, and the customs of my Ancestors.  The one favor I 
ask of you is to leave me the Necklace and the Cutlass I am wearing.  I shall keep 
them for love of you [SD 220-221]. 

Then, without waiting for a reply, the Hottentot ran off, never to be seen in the Cape again. 

The footnote containing this story is connected to a passage in the main text of the 

Discourse, where Rousseau asserts that the savage state, “occupying a just mean between the 

indolence of the primitive state and the petulant activity of our amour-propre, must have been the 

happiest and the most lasting epoch… the least subject to revolutions, the best for man” [SD 

167].  So at first it looks like the note and the frontispiece are meant to support these assertions.  

The stability and superiority of the savage state are proven by the story of the Hottentot who – 

although wholly familiar with the European religion and way of life, and wholly unfamiliar with 

the savage alternative – prefers the savage way as soon as he learns of it.  But Rousseau cautions 

his reader that his notes “sometimes [stray] so wide of the subject that they are not good to read 

together with the text” [SD 129].  And indeed, some of the details of the Hottentot’s speech are 
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puzzling.  It is unreasonable to believe, for example, that he keeps the necklace and the sword for 

love of the Governor of the Cape – the man who kidnapped him and deprived him of a childhood 

and youth lived in the best and happiest way for a human being.  Why then does the Hottentot 

take these items, and run away without waiting for a reply? 

Rousseau’s illustration helps us to answer this question, by showing us that in keeping 

the necklace and sword, and indeed in wearing the sheepskin, the Hottentot is not returning to his 

equals.  These have neither swords nor necklaces; they do not even wear pants [Slide 6].  The 

illustration also shows us that, while saying what he says, the Hottentot gestures not only at the 

beach huts of his native people, but also at the ships of his adoptive people.  These ships mean 

that there will always be more Dutch, more Europeans, more civilized and enlightened human 

beings arriving at the Cape of Good Hope, in a flood that the religion, ways, and customs of the 

Hottentot’s ancestors cannot hope to survive – unless they can take advantage of European 

military technology and luxury economics.  The frontispiece to the Second Discourse thus shows 

us that the Hottentot chooses not to return to the savage state, the mean between our primitive 

and civilized states, but rather to combine the best of the savage state with what is necessary 

from civilization.  He means to try to be a natural man in civilized society.  He means to try to be 

an Emile. 

 

Part Three: Thetis, or the Mother9 

Emile, which Rousseau thought of as his best work [CW 5:473], depicts the education of an 

imaginary child, named Emile, from birth or even before birth, until his marriage to a woman 

named Sophie and the announcement of her pregnancy.  Its first book lays out the reasons for 

Rousseau’s educational project, and follows the child during his infancy.  As a whole, Emile 
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consists of five books, each with an illustration commissioned by Rousseau.10  The first of these, 

titled “Thetis,” is said, in Rousseau’s “Explication of the Illustrations,” to relate to the first book 

and serve as the frontispiece to the work [E 36; I have altered the translation].11  As befits a 

frontispiece, it appears across from Emile’s title page.12   

Turning there, we find that we begin in the cave [Slide 7].  Five women are gathered 

underground, on the bank of a river.  Behind them, up and to the left, a twisting path rises to 

daylight.  One of the women, adorned with a necklace and bracelets, with jewelry in her hair and 

wearing a fancy dress, kneels at the water’s edge, holding her skirts back with her left hand, 

while with her right she dips a naked infant headfirst into the water.  Behind her, and more 

plainly dressed, the other four women are caught in animated poses.  One holds a hand up in the 

air, in a gesture that perhaps indicates astonishment; a second has her arms around the shoulders 

of the first; a third holds the well-dressed woman’s cloak in one hand, while her other hand rests 

on the woman’s arm – perhaps to comfort her, perhaps to keep her from falling into the river; a 

fourth woman crouches at the water’s edge, her dress hitched up in her left hand.  At least two of 

these women have their blouses open and their breasts bared, as though they have just been 

nursing.  And finally, lurking in the darkest part of the scene and barely discernible, we can see a 

muscular but hunched figure in a raft on the river, bearing a pole or an oar, and accompanied by 

a shrouded companion [Slide 8]. 

Rousseau’s explication says that the illustration “represents Thetis plunging her son in the 

Styx to make him invulnerable” [E 36].  The well-dressed woman, then, is Thetis; and the naked 

infant is her son, whom readers of the Iliad will know as Achilles.  If the river is the Styx, then 

the figure in the raft must be Charon, ferrying a shade to the underworld. Rousseau’s use of this 

image as a frontispiece to the whole work leads us to infer that the education described in Emile 
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is to be a type of ‘invulnerability treatment,’ and Emile a type of Achilles.  But why include 

Charon in the image, then – especially since Rousseau tells us outright that the river depicted is 

the Styx?  And why title the engraving “Thetis,” rather than “Achilles”? 

Rousseau’s explication ends by directing the reader deep into the text of Book I.13  

Following his direction, we find a paragraph about the two ways that mothers can depart from 

nature: by neglecting their children – for example, by failing to breastfeed them – or by caring 

excessively for them.  In this context Rousseau mentions the fable of Thetis plunging Achilles in 

the Styx, which he say contains a “lovely” and “clear” allegory.14  “The cruel mothers of whom I 

speak do otherwise,” Rousseau concludes: “by dint of plunging their children in softness, they 

prepare them for suffering; they open their pores to ills of every sort to which they will not fail to 

be prey when grown” [E 47].  The example of Thetis thus seems like an instance of natural 

mothering – her ‘invulnerability treatment’ for Achilles is neither too harsh, nor too soft, but just 

right.  And yet the engraving of Thetis suggests that she is not breastfeeding her son, but 

confiding this task to wet nurses. 

What is worse, a scant few pages later, in the context of a discussion of how doctors 

cause their patients to fear death, Rousseau has the following to say about Achilles: “[i]t is the 

knowledge of dangers that makes us fear them; he who believed himself invulnerable would fear 

nothing.  By dint of arming Achilles against peril, the poet takes from him the merit of valor; 

every other man in his place would have been an Achilles at the same price” [E 55].  Had Thetis’ 

‘invulnerability treatment’ for Achilles succeeded, it would have protected him from death, 

though at the cost of depriving him of the opportunity for virtue.  But it did not succeed: Achilles 

remained vulnerable in one place, and was therefore given the opportunity for virtue, but at the 

cost of increasing his fear of death.  The ‘Thetis’ engraving completes the argument of the text, 
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first by showing that Thetis was at once too hard and too soft – she neglected to breastfeed her 

son, and she tried to make him invulnerable – and second by showing that the fear of death is 

both the cause and the effect of both kinds of excess:15 the cause in the case of Thetis, the 

mother, and the effect in the case of her son.  Hence Charon, barely visible in the gloom, is the 

most important figure in this illustration. 

 

Part Four: Chiron, or the Tutor 

While it seems reasonable to attribute Achilles’ wrath to his fear of death, it might occur to those 

of us who know Homer well that in the Iliad there is no mention of Thetis dipping the infant 

Achilles in the Styx to make him invulnerable.  So the Iliad cannot be the text to which the first 

illustration in Emile refers.  Rather, the story comes from a later, and to us less-known epic: the 

Achilleid, by Statius [I.133-134].16  As it happens, this epic is also the likely source of the fable 

behind the second illustration in Emile – suggesting that these two illustrations are best 

interpreted together. 

Book Two of Emile describes Emile’s childhood: the conditions of his happiness, his first 

experience with property, his learning to speak, and the training of his senses.  Turning to the 

illustration found at the head of this book [Slide 9], we see two figures meeting on a 

mountainside.  To their right, from our perspective, the ground slopes downward to some trees; 

to the left it slopes steeply upward to some tree-studded crags.  In the distance we see some 

clouds in the sky.  The figure on our right is a young child, dressed in a tunic.  In his right hand 

the child holds a rabbit by the ears; it is not evident whether the rabbit is alive or dead.  The 

child’s streaming hair and posture, with one leg flexed but planted on the ground, and the other 

in the air, suggest that he has arrived running.  With his left hand the child reaches out for an 
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apple proffered by the figure on our left, as he gazes into his face.  This figure is clearly a 

centaur.  His human upper body is clothed by some sort of cape, and his face is bearded.  The 

posture of his equine lower body is strange: with one foreleg straightened and planted on the 

ground, and his one visible hind leg flexed, he could be rising from a crouching position.  The 

centaur gazes into the child’s face, extending the apple with his right hand, and reaching with his 

left, not for the limp rabbit, but past it to caress the child’s cheek.  At the centaur’s feet we can 

barely make out a basket of apples to his left, and a heap of items to his right, including what 

look like a crested helmet, a shield, a scroll, perhaps a lyre, a pad of paper, and perhaps even a 

potted plant. 

According to its title, the subject of this engraving is Chiron, the centaur; and the action 

depicted, according to Rousseau’s explication, is “Chiron training the little Achilles in running” 

[E 36].  The citation accompanying this explication directs us to “Page 382” of Emile’s first 

volume, where we read the story of “an indolent and lazy child who was to be trained in 

running” – a child who, like Achilles, “was intended for a military career.”  This child prided 

himself to such an extent on his noble birth that he persuaded himself that rank can take the place 

of ability.  “To make of such a gentleman a light-footed Achilles,” Rousseau tells us, “the skill of 

Chiron himself would hardly have sufficed” [E 141].  To make a long story short, the tutor in this 

example goads his pupil into competing with other children in running, using cakes as a prize.17  

By secretly manipulating the conditions of each race, the tutor is able to arrange an initial victory 

for his vain and lazy charge, and to ensure subsequent victories at his, the tutor’s, will.  Not only 

does this child become accomplished at running.  “This accomplishment produced another of 

which I had not dreamed,” writes Rousseau.  “When he had rarely carried off the prize, he almost 

always ate it alone, as did his competitors.  But, in accustoming himself to victory, he became 
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generous and often shared with the vanquished.  […]  I learned thereby what the true principle of 

generosity is” [E 142]. 

Leaving aside for the moment this puzzling conclusion, we might also be puzzled by 

Rousseau’s choice of an illustration for this text.  The engraving depicts a race run for an apple, 

not for a cake; and the competition in the race seems to be a hare, rather than another child.  

Moreover, why say that the illustration depicts Achilles, and not just a lazy child; and why depict 

the centaur Chiron rather than a human tutor?  It turns out that the fable about Chiron’s education 

of Achilles comes not from the Iliad18 but from the Achilleid, so that there is a close thematic 

connection between the first two illustrations to Emile.  Now the Achilleid begins with Thetis 

witnessing the abduction of Helen by Paris, and realizing that the Trojan war will result.  Fearing 

that Achilles will be sought for, will want to fight, and will die [I.37-38, 74-76], she first tries 

and fails to persuade Neptune to sink Paris’ ships [I.80-81], then seeks out Chiron [I.104-106], to 

whom she had sent Achilles for his education.  “High up his lofty dwelling bores through the 

mountain” [I.106-107], Statius writes, 

[h]ere are no darts that have tasted human blood, no ash trees fractured in festive 
combats, nor mixing bowls shattered upon kindred foes, but innocent quivers and 
empty hides of wild beasts… [f]or at this time unarmed his only labour was to 
know herbs that bring health to living things in doubtful case or to limn with his 
lyre the heroes of old for his pupil [I.112-118]. 

Thetis finds Chiron awaiting Achilles’ return from the hunt, and persuades him to release 

Achilles to her – citing, among other things, her frequent nightmares about dipping Achilles in 

the Styx [I.133-134].  Chiron assents, because Achilles has become unmanageable [I.149-155], 

though Statius tells us that Chiron never would have done so had he known of Thetis’ plan to 

disguise Achilles as a woman, in the hopes of avoiding his recruitment to fight at Troy [I.141-

143].  When Achilles finally appears, he is armed, accompanied by Patroclus, and bearing lion 
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cubs that he has abducted after killing their mother [I.158-177].  Achilles and Thetis depart the 

next day. 

By alluding in this way to the Achilleid, the ‘Chiron’ illustration helps us to interpret its 

details.  Now we see why the scene is set on a mountainside, why Chiron is clothed in animal 

skins, and why a helmet, a shield, a lyre, and a potted medicinal plant lie in the foreground.  But 

more importantly, the illustration deepens the story in the text to which it refers, both through its 

allusion to the Achilleid and through its departures from that work.  First, when compared with 

the ‘Thetis’ illustration and interpreted in light of the Achilleid, the ‘Chiron’ illustration teaches 

us that the mother and the tutor are antagonists in the education of the child.  The mother, moved 

by the fear of death, seeks to preserve her child from harm, while the tutor, whose motives are 

unknown, seeks to prepare him to face it.  This antagonism is touchingly depicted in the 

Achilleid, when Achilles, Patroclus, Chiron and Thetis spend the night together in Chiron’s cave.  

Statius writes, “[t]he huge Centaur collapses on stone and Achilles fondly twines himself about 

his shoulders, though his faithful mother is there, preferring the familiar bosom” [I.195-197].  

Tutor and mother both have a medicine for the human condition, but the mother’s medicine is 

harmful – it culminates in proud wrath – while the tutor’s medicine is beneficial: it turns pride 

into generosity, whose principle, the text implies, is confidence that there will always be more 

cake – or in other words, ignorance of death.19  Second, in its departures from the Achilleid, the 

‘Chiron’ engraving implies that Rousseau’s Achilles has been training in running, rather than 

hunting; that his skill is with defensive weapons; and that he is a vegetarian, and so more capable 

of pity.20  Rousseau’s Chiron, by contrast, may still be a carnivore; the fate of the hare is 

unknown. 
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Part Five: Hermes, or the God 

Book Three of Emile spans the years between childhood and puberty, and covers Emile’s 

introduction to the elements of the natural sciences and the trade of carpentry, as well as the 

completion of the training of his senses.  The third illustration in Emile appears at the beginning 

of this book, which in the first edition falls at the beginning of its second volume.  Appropriately 

enough, this illustration also makes a new thematic beginning.  Turning there we discover 

another outdoor scene, populated by three figures [Slide 10].  The chief figure stands on a step in 

the foreground, with one foot on the earth.  He is nearly naked, clad only in a cloak draped over 

his left shoulder, and a winged, soft-brimmed cap.  His ankles also seem to be winged.  In his left 

arm he cradles a slim wand entwined by two serpents.  With his right hand he uses a stylus to 

draw what look like geometrical figures on one of the two broad columns that stand in the center 

of the scene.  And at his feet, in the foreground, are piled mathematical instruments: an armillary 

sphere, a protractor, and a sundial are easily discerned, while the other objects may include a 

writing desk with geometrical proofs, a book, a model star, and a carpenter’s square.  In the 

bottom right of the illustration, far from the mathematical instruments, a plant grows.  The other 

two figures in the scene seem to be an older, bearded male and his younger, beardless 

companion.  Both are dressed simply: the former in a cloak, the latter in an open-necked shirt.  

Both are also gesturing expressively: the elder points discreetly with his right hand to the chief 

figure’s activity, while perhaps restraining his companion with his left arm; the younger of the 

men has his left hand raised in a gesture of wonder.  The statue of what may be a sphinx beside 

them, and the elongated pyramid or obelisk behind them, suggest an Egyptian setting – though 

the tree on the left margin of the image, and the gently rising hill in the right background, are not 

reminiscent of Egypt. 
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Rousseau gives ‘Hermes’ as the subject of this engraving, and writes in his explications 

that it depicts “Hermes engraving the elements of the sciences on columns” [E 36].  The 

accompanying reference to the text is to “Page 76.”  Turning there, we find Rousseau 

proclaiming 

I hate books.  They only teach one to talk about what one does not know.  It is 
said that Hermes engraved the elements of the sciences on columns in order to 
shelter his discoveries from a flood.  If he had left a good imprint of them in 
man’s head, they would have been preserved by tradition.  Well-prepared minds 
are the surest monuments on which to engrave human knowledge [E 184]. 

So the ‘Hermes’ engraving, like the ‘Thetis’ engraving, depicts a misguided action.  Just as 

Thetis should have trained her son in running, rather than trying to make him invulnerable, so 

Hermes should have engraved the principles of the sciences in the minds of men, rather than on 

columns.  But how does one do this?  Rousseau gives a clear answer in the immediate sequel: 

with a book, indeed with one book in particular – Robinson Crusoe.  While the general danger of 

books is that they give their readers words that do not correspond to things, and so the opinion of 

knowledge without the reality, books like Robinson Crusoe escape this danger by putting their 

readers in imaginary situations that force them to attend to things, and in particular to their real 

utility, apart from opinion [E 185].  This interested attention to utility is the only lasting 

foundation of the sciences. 

Rousseau’s example of a book that escapes the dangers of books helps us better to 

interpret the ‘Hermes’ illustration.  In our treatment of the frontispiece of the First Discourse, we 

mentioned the possibility raised in Plato’s Phaedrus: that a piece of writing can overcome the 

defects of writing, by knowing how “to speak and to keep silence toward those it ought” [276a].  

A suitably edited Robinson Crusoe,21 it seems, is such a piece of writing: it keeps silent to those 

interested in words, for whom it is only a quaint story, but it speaks volumes to those interested 

in judging the true utility of things.  But Rousseau also says that the frontispiece to the Discourse 
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depicts a fable found allegorically in the “ancient tradition passed on from Egypt to Greece” [G, 

16] about the Egyptian god Theuth, known to the Greeks as Hermes.  Now we see the reason for 

the Egyptian objects – the sphinx and the pyramid or obelisk – in the otherwise Greek scene of 

the ‘Hermes’ illustration.  Rousseau takes the fables of Prometheus, Theuth, and Hermes to have 

the same meaning.22  They raise the question of how the sciences and the arts can be cultivated 

without causing moral corruption. 

Putting the ‘Prometheus’ and ‘Hermes’ illustrations side by side, we see that they have 

similar structures [Slide 11].  There are three figures in each: a divinity who possesses the 

sciences and the arts, a figure who is kept from them, and an intermediary between the two.  But 

the satyr who is kept away in the ‘Prometheus’ illustration, and who represents “common men” 

[CW 2:179], is replaced in the ‘Hermes’ illustration by a young man who is kept from Hermes’ 

engravings, and yet shown them at a distance.  The naked man, whom we guessed to represent 

great geniuses who are suited to the sciences, is replaced by an older, bearded man, who at once 

restrains his charge and points out Hermes’ work.  Lastly, Prometheus himself is replaced by 

Hermes.  If it follows that Hermes also represents Rousseau,23 then the move from the First 

Discourse to Emile involves a move from a project to keep the sciences and the arts away from 

the common man, and in the hands of great geniuses, to a project to preserve the useful elements 

of the sciences and the arts, by teaching them to ordinary intellects [compare E 52].  Far from 

being uselessly employed in engraving these elements on columns, Hermes is usefully employed 

in engraving them on the minds of men, using the writing that overcomes the defects of writing.  

It is more than a joke that Emile’s central engraving is an engraving of Rousseau engraving. 
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Part Six: Orpheus, or the Priest 

Book Four of Emile is long, and treats the social but not fully sexual consequences of Emile’s 

emerging erotic desires: his education in compassion, his study of history, and the education of 

his taste.  The book is made longer, though, by Rousseau’s exceptional inclusion of a distinct 

writing in its midst, called “The Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar” [E 266-313].  The 

illustration to Book Four is also exceptional, because it is found not at the beginning of the book, 

as the second and third illustrations were found at the beginnings of their respective books, but in 

the middle of the fourth book – which in the first edition falls at the beginning of the third 

volume.24  In effect, this makes the illustration into a frontispiece for “The Profession of Faith,”25 

whose preamble begins right after the engraving, where Rousseau writes, in reference to 

religious matters, “[i]nstead of telling you here on my own what I think, I shall tell you what a 

man more worthy than I thought” [E 260]. 

Turning to the illustration, we find another outdoor scene, set in the wooded foothills of a 

mountain [Slide 12].  The center of the engraving is dominated by a man standing on a raised 

patch of earth, and dressed in sandals, a tunic and a cloak.  His left hand holds a fold of his cloak, 

or perhaps a sheaf of paper, while his left arm cradles a lyre.26  His right hand is raised palm 

upward in a gesture to the sky.  By contrast, his serene gaze is directed downward, to the crowd 

gathered around him.  This crowd is chiefly composed of bare-chested men, old and young – or 

at least bearded and beardless.  Unlike the central figure, they are dressed only in animal skins 

wrapped around their waists, and they are barefoot.  One of these men cowers, one kneels, two 

crouch; but all of them, except the cowering man, look up at the sky with expressions of awe.  

The remainder of the crowd, to the central figure’s right from our perspective, consists of 

animals.  We can make out a small rodent, a sheep, an ox, a horse, and several birds, including a 
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bird of prey that seems far too large for the branch it perches on.  As far as we can tell, there are 

no women present. 

Rousseau titles this illustration “Orpheus,” and writes that the engraving “represents 

Orpheus teaching men the worship of the gods” [E 36].  The illustration itself refers to “Page 

128” of Volume Three.  Turning there, we find an intermission in the “Profession of Faith,” 

during which Rousseau remarks, “[t]he good priest had spoken with vehemence.  He was moved, 

and so was I.  I believed I was hearing the divine Orpheus sing the first hymns and teaching men 

the worship of the gods.  Nevertheless I saw a multitude of objections to make to him” [E 294].  

Rousseau thus likens the Savoyard Vicar, whose views on religion are given instead of 

Rousseau’s own, and with whose views Rousseau does not agree,27 to Orpheus. 

It will help here to review some of the details of the Orpheus myth.  In Ovid’s version in 

the Metamorphoses, Orpheus loses his bride Eurydice to death, and is so overcome with love for 

her that he decides he cannot live without her [X.26].28  He pursues her into the underworld, 

where his music charms everyone, and secures Eurydice’s release – on the condition that, as he 

leads her to the surface, he not look back at her.  We should understand this otherwise arbitrary 

condition as a test of Orpheus’ trust in Eurydice: a test of his confidence that she would rather 

accompany him than stay in the underworld.  But when “they were nearing the margin of the 

upper earth,” Ovid writes, “he, afraid that she might fail him, eager for the sight of her, turned 

back his longing eyes; and instantly she slipped into the depths” [X.55-57].  Orpheus is stunned 

by her second death; he tries to pursue her, but his descent is barred. 

Orpheus mourns Eurydice for three years, spurning the other women who try to console 

him.29  His lack of confidence in Eurydice becomes a mistrust of all women.  He sings in 

mourning, and Ovid reports that his songs draw to him “multitudinous birds,” “snakes,” a “train 
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of beasts,” “oxen,” and some “stout peasants” [XI.20-21, 31, 33] – suggesting that Ovid’s 

description provides some of the details of Rousseau’s illustration.  Even the trees and the stones 

are moved.  But Orpheus’ song also attracts the local women who, offended by his contempt for 

them, drown out his song and finally tear him to pieces.  A nearby river carries off his head, still 

singing, and his lyre, still sounding, while his shade is reunited at last with Eurydice’s in the 

underworld.30 

So Rousseau’s illustration compares the Savoyard Vicar to Orpheus, and Ovid’s telling of 

the Orpheus myth suggests that the singer was destroyed by his soured love for a woman.  Does 

Rousseau mean thus to suggest that the “Profession of Faith” – the Vicar’s teaching concerning 

the gods, his song – is also based on erotic love gone wrong?  If we look at the details of what 

the Vicar says, this is exactly what we learn.  In his preamble we learn that the Vicar is miserable 

because of a scandal caused by a conflict between his erotic desires and his respect for marriage.  

The Vicar cannot be chaste, but he cannot marry; nor can he bring himself to commit adultery.  

So he sleeps with an unmarried woman, and she becomes pregnant, without a husband on whom 

to blame the pregnancy.  The lovers are discovered and torn from one another’s arms [E 267].31 

“A few such experiences lead a reflective mind a long way,” the Vicar confesses to Jean-

Jacques.  We see how far the Vicar was led when we read his “Profession of Faith.”  There he 

outlines a metaphysics in which the soul is enslaved to, and yet feels contempt for, the body: the 

soul is “subjected to the senses and chained to [the] body which enslaves it and interferes with 

it,” but “care for [the] body’s preservation incites the soul to relate everything to the body and 

gives it an interest contrary to the general order, which the soul is nevertheless capable of seeing 

and loving” [E 292].  Having been torn, like Orpheus, from his love, the Vicar is now 

figuratively torn apart, like Orpheus was literally, by contempt for his own erotic desires.32 
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Now Rousseau does not wholly agree with the Vicar’s “Profession of Faith,” and Emile 

will hear nothing like it from Jean-Jacques.33  Rousseau’s own view seems to be that the conflict 

erotic desire can foment between the soul and the body is not necessary: it can be forestalled by 

correct education.  To the extent that otherworldly metaphysical teachings arise from thisworldly 

sexual conflict, then, they too are not necessary – and they too can be avoided by correct 

education.  This conclusion reminds us of another, less-known thread of the Orpheus myth.  In 

the Argonautica Apollonius mentions Orpheus first among the Argonauts [I.23],34 and depicts 

him saving his crewmates on two occasions: once when he sings of the origin of the cosmos and 

of the gods, to stop the Argonauts from quarreling [I.492-511]; and once when he sings to drown 

out the voices of the Sirens [IV.903-909].35  Apollonius’ version of the Orpheus myth suggests 

the possibility of another, more successful Orpheus who can protect his comrades against the 

dangers of erotic desire, and reminds us of another hero, more successful than Achilles, who 

resisted the Sirens’ song, who did not lose but regained a wife, and whose image governs the last 

two books of Emile, as Achilles’ image does the first two. 

 

Part Seven: Circe, or the Woman 

The fifth and final book of Emile begins with a discussion of the natural differences between 

men and women; it goes on to describe the education of Emile’s intended wife, Sophie, their 

courtship, Emile’s travels, and their marriage.  Rousseau places the illustration for this book at its 

beginning, which falls at the beginning of the first edition’s fourth volume.  The engraving 

depicts our first indoor scene, with two figures in the foreground [Slide 13].  On our left is a 

young woman, richly clad in a patterned dress and a cloak, and adorned with a ribbon in her hair 

and bracelets on her wrist.  Her head is tilted to her left, and she wears a serene, welcoming 
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expression; her arms are extended, palms open and fingers splayed, as if to invite an embrace.  

At her sandaled feet lie a long stick and a shallow-bowled, broad-based cup.  Behind her are a 

striking table with a claw-footed leg, and the edge of a sumptuous, canopied bed [Slide 14].  On 

our right is a bearded man, wearing a plumed helmet, a cloak, short breeches, and sandals.  In his 

right hand he holds a sword, but since his finger is across the hilt and stretched in the direction of 

the blade, and since the sword point is on the ground, he seems about to lay it down.  In his left, 

he holds what looks like a sprig of vegetation, with his arm stretched out away from the woman.  

The man’s left leg is extended, his knee unbent, and he gazes directly into the woman’s eyes, his 

expression made unreadable by the shadow cast by his helmet.  He looks like he is trying to step 

into the woman’s embrace while setting down his sword, without bending his knee or looking 

away from her gaze.  Behind the man we see the snouts and bodies of four or five pigs; behind 

them, columns reminiscent of the ‘Hermes’ illustration; and behind these a neoclassical temple, 

its dome faintly visible, decorated with one figure in an alcove, and two more lounging to either 

side of the pediment. 

Rousseau titles this engraving ‘Circe,’ and says in his explications that it depicts her 

“giving herself to Ulysses, whom she was not able to transform” [E 36].  We are referred to 

“Page 304” of Emile’s fourth volume, where we find the conclusion to the following story.  

During his courtship of Sophie, Emile and Jean-Jacques live nearby.  Sophie only permits Emile 

occasional visits: one or two a week, for a day or two at most.  When Emile first met Sophie, 

heard her name and heard her speak, he began “to swallow with deep draughts the poison with 

which she intoxicates him” [E 415]; but now, when he is apart from Sophie, he “is Emile again.  

He has not been transformed at all” [E 435].  Emile studies the neighborhood and works to 

improve it, and at least once a week, or in bad weather, he and Jean-Jacques labor in a 
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carpenter’s shop in the city [E 437].  Alerted to this practice by Sophie’s father, one day Sophie 

and her mother visit the workshop.  They admire the respectability and the cleanliness of the 

carpenter’s trade, and they are moved by how seriously Emile takes his low-paying job.  Then 

they prepare to leave, and Sophie’s mother invites Emile to leave with them.  Emile sadly replies 

that he cannot: he and Jean-Jacques are needed, and they have promised to work.  So Sophie and 

her mother leave, the mother in a fit of pique.  Why didn’t Emile, who is rich, pay off his 

obligation, and leave with them?  But Sophie is happy with Emile’s choice.  Had he paid off his 

obligation, this would have meant “putting his riches in place of his duties” [E 438].  “It is for 

me that he stays,” she tells her mother; “I saw it in his eyes” [E 439].  Here Rousseau interrupts 

to explain that Sophie wants to be loved for her virtues, more than for her charms; so she wants 

Emile to prefer his own duty to her, and her to all else.  “She wants to reign over a man whom 

she has not disfigured,” Rousseau concludes.  “It is thus that Circe, having debased Ulysses’ 

companions, disdains them and gives herself only to him whom she was unable to change” [E 

439]. 

Though Rousseau follows Horace in using the hero’s Roman name, Ulysses,36 the most 

likely source for the myth behind this illustration is Homer’s Odyssey.  In Book Ten, Odysseus 

tells of how he came to Circe’s island after the loss of all but one of his ships [X.130-132].37  

Spying her house from afar, he sends half his remaining men to scout.  Circe invites them in, 

gives them a potion to make them forget their country, and strikes them with her wand, turning 

their bodies, though not their minds, into those of pigs [X.236-241].  Only one man, who 

suspected treachery, escapes.  When Odysseus learns of the fate of his comrades, he resolves to 

go to Circe’s house alone.  But on his way there, he meets Hermes, disguised as a youth.  The 

god tells Odysseus what to expect: Circe “will make you a potion, and put drugs in the food, but 
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she will not even so be able to enchant you, for this good medicine which I give you now will 

prevent her” [X.290-292].  He tells Odysseus what to do –  

as soon as Circe with her long wand strikes you, then drawing from beside your 
thigh your sharp sword, rush forward against Circe, as if you were raging to kill 
her, and she will be afraid, and invite you to go to bed with her.  Do not then resist 
and refuse the bed of the goddess, for so she will set free your companions, and 
care for you also; but bid her swear the great oath of the blessed gods, that she has 
no other evil hurt that she is devising against you, so she will not make you weak 
and unmanned, once you are naked [X. 290-301] – 

and he gives Odysseus a black root with a milky flower, whose nature he explains, called moly 

by the gods. 

Events unfold as Hermes predicts.  Circe offers Odysseus the potion; he drinks and is not 

enchanted.  She strikes him with her wand; he rushes her with drawn sword.  “[S]he screamed 

and ran under my guard,” Odysseus narrates, “and clasping both knees in loud lamentation spoke 

to me” [X.323-324].  Circe wonders at Odysseus’ immunity to her drugs; she says, “[t]here is a 

mind in you no magic will work on” [X.329].  She recognizes him as Odysseus, whose arrival 

was foretold to her many times by Hermes.  She invites Odysseus to bed, and he complies – but 

only after securing her oath, as Hermes recommended.  Later, he will require her to restore his 

men to human form. 

With Homer’s assistance, we can now recognize Circe’s “long staff,” and the potion 

goblet at her feet.  The plant in Ulysses’ left hand is no doubt the moly, and the pigs in the 

background are Ulysses’ unfortunate companions – moved from the pens Homer mentions [X. 

238] to Circe’s bedroom for visual effect.  The meaning of the bed behind Circe, of her 

expression and gesture, is unmistakable.  But what of Odysseus’ claim in Homer that Circe ran 

under his guard and clasped his knees?  Here both parties are standing.  And what of Rousseau’s 

offhand comment that Emile has already drunk of Sophie’s poison, and been transformed [E 415, 



Black, The Very Pictures of Education, Page 26 

 

435]?  Lastly, what of the implication of Rousseau’s carpentry story: that it was Sophie’s mother 

who tried to make Emile into a rich pig, whereas Sophie herself had no intention of doing so? 

By juxtaposing illustration, myth, and text in this way, we see that Rousseau has tinkered 

meaningfully with his Homeric precedent.  Whereas the Homeric Circe tries both her potion and 

her wand on Odysseus, and only submits out of apparent fear when both fail,38 the Rousseauean 

Circe-Sophie tries her potion, succeeds in making Ulysses-Emile forget his country, and then 

drops her wand, preferring to offer herself willingly to the man who, despite being enchanted by 

her, nonetheless still prefers his duty.  Accordingly, Ulysses-Emile holds the moly off to one 

side; it is not needed in this encounter.  Instead, it will be needed later in Book Five.  There, in a 

final reference to the ‘Thetis’ illustration, which Rousseau has called a “frontispiece to the 

[whole] work” [E 36], Rousseau recounts how Jean-Jacques must use the authority granted to 

him by Emile to compel Emile to leave Sophie and travel for a year.  The stated purpose of these 

travels is for Emile to study the principles and practice of government [E 455] – that is, to 

remind Emile about his country – but they have an additional purpose: to satisfy Jean-Jacques, as 

Sophie is satisfied, that Emile loves his duty more than he loves her [E 443].  So after gaining 

Emile’s attention, and stunning his reason, by making him envision Sophie’s death, Jean-Jacques 

speaks at length about how Emile’s love for Sophie exposes Emile to hurt.  “[I]t is in vain,” Jean-

Jacques tells him, “that I have dipped your soul in the Styx; I was not able to make in 

everywhere invulnerable.  A new enemy is arising which you have not learned to conquer, and 

from which I can no longer save you.  That enemy is yourself” [E 443].  That it is not Thetis but 

Chiron-Hermes-Jean-Jacques who does the dipping, and not Emile-Achilles’ body but his soul 

that is dipped, shows us how far we have come from the mistaken motherly care of the beginning 

of the book.  Sophie is both a necessary condition for the man raised uniquely for himself to be 
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good for others [E 41], and Emile’s Achilles heel.  The gravity of this vulnerability is hinted at 

by Rousseau’s title for the unfinished and unpublished sequel to Emile: Emile and Sophie, Or the 

Solitaries [CW 13:685].39 

 

Part Eight: The Very Pictures of Education? 

Now that we have surveyed each of the illustrations in Emile, let’s return to our opening 

question: do great books need pictures?  Is there “some necessity” in writing that dictates that a 

great book should have illustrations as well as text?  In our survey we have given Rousseau’s 

illustrations four cumulative readings: first as pictures, then as pictures informed by Rousseau’s 

explications, then as pictures informed by ancient myths, and lastly as pictures informed by the 

text of Emile.  To understand Rousseau’s answer to our opening question, then, we should ask 

him why each of these readings is necessary.  He gives us an answer in a passage from Book 

Four of Emile, and additional assistance in passages from the Essay on the Origin of Languages 

and the Second Discourse. 

First, why are the illustrations themselves necessary?  At a climactic moment in Book 

Four of Emile – Jean-Jacques is about to give his ‘Savoyard Vicar’ speech to Emile, wherein he 

will reveal all he has done for Emile’s education, warn him of the dangers of sex, and extract 

from him an unconditional promise of future obedience; that is, Hermes is about to give Ulysses 

the moly to protect him from Circe – Rousseau pauses the action to discuss how to prepare Emile 

for this speech.  Since his lesson about sex should influence Emile “for the rest of his days,” the 

instruction it contains ought “never to be forgotten.”  “Let us try therefore,” Rousseau proposes, 

“to engrave [graver: OC 4:645] it in his memory in such a way that it will never be effaced” [E 

321].  The verb he uses here, graver, is related to one of the nouns for engraving, gravure, which 
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suggests a connection between Jean-Jacques’s goal in setting the scene for his speech to Emile, 

and Rousseau’s goal in providing illustrations in his book.40  The way to achieve this goal, 

Rousseau continues, is to use “the most energetic of languages”: “the language of signs that 

speak to the imagination” [E 321], a language that consists of actions. 

While this goal of making a teaching more memorable reminds us of the illustration of 

Hermes engraving the elements of the sciences on columns, and responds to the concern raised in 

the Phaedrus that writing causes “forgetfulness in the souls of those who have learned it, through 

neglect of memory” [275a], it is not the chief reason for Rousseau’s interest in the language of 

signs.  In the discussion in Emile he turns quickly from the mnemonic use of this language to its 

persuasive use: to make human beings act.  Unadorned reason, Rousseau pronounces, 

“sometimes restrains, it arouses rarely, and it has never done anything great” [E 321].  If you 

want great actions from human beings, you need reason adorned with images of action, whose 

energy makes a stronger impression than unadorned reason does, by speaking to the heart.  

Rousseau does not say why this is so in Emile, but passages from the Second Discourse and the 

Essay on the Origin of Languages explain that the energy of the language of signs is due to the 

particularity, the variety, the expression, and the compression of the images that make up its 

vocabulary.41  So Rousseau’s answer to the question ‘why are the illustrations in Emile 

necessary?’ is that he hopes that they will persuade human beings to act. 

Why, then, must the illustrations be explicated?  Rousseau’s next move in Book Four of 

Emile is to launch into a four-paragraph “digression” [E 323] that purports to show, through 

historical examples, that the ancients knew how to persuade men to act through the language of 

signs, whereas the moderns, through neglect of this language, can move men only by self-interest 

or force.  The ancients had such a command of this language, Rousseau asserts, that “often” [E 
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322] – though pointedly not always – an object they exhibited to the eyes of their audience was 

able to say everything.  Rousseau’s favorite example of this, which he uses both in Emile and in 

the Essay, is the gift given by the king of the Scythians to Darius, the king of the Persians, when 

the latter were invading Scythia: a bird, a frog, a mouse, and five arrows.  “This terrifying 

harangue made its point,” Rousseau writes, “and Darius hurried to get back to his country in 

whatever way he could” [E 322] – whereas a threatening letter in place of these signs would only 

have been laughable. 

But if we look up the source of this story, in Book Four of Herodotus, we learn that the 

Scythians gave the Persians the gift as a puzzle42 – likely hoping to detain them in Scythia – and 

that the Persians gave the gift two opposite interpretations: as a surrender, and as a threat.  

Herodotus does not tell us which interpretation was correct, and it’s not even clear from his 

account that the Scythians knew what they meant to say.  He merely recounts that an accidental 

defeat led Darius to conclude that the Scythians despised the Persians, and to prefer the 

interpretation that their gift was a threat.  If we give the same treatment to the rest of Rousseau’s 

historical examples from this passage in Emile, and the corresponding passage in the Essay, we 

find that in several of them he suppresses a detail that is mentioned by his source: that the signs 

in question did not say everything, because they were accompanied by a speech.43 

Once again, we find a helpful explanation in the Essay on the Origin of Languages.  

There Rousseau concludes from his historical examples that “one speaks much better to the eyes 

than to the ears,” and that “[t]he most eloquent discourses are even seen to be those with the 

most images embedded in them” [EOL 250].44  But then he admits that 

when it is a question of moving the heart and inflaming the passions, it is an 
entirely different matter.  The successive impression made by discourse, striking 
with cumulative impact, succeeds in arousing in you a different emotion than does 
the presence of the object itself which you take in all at once glance [EOL 250]. 
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Rousseau distinguishes between the power of images and the power of sounds by stating that 

“visible signs make for more accurate imitation, but… interest is more effectively aroused by 

sounds” [EOL 251].  It follows from this distinction that while images can concentrate the 

interest of their viewers, they cannot generate this interest, nor ensure that it is directed rightly.45 

This account explains why the language of signs needs the assistance of discourse, as we 

see from many of Rousseau’s historical examples; but it does not explain what can be done for 

illustrations in a written work – which, unless it is read dramatically aloud, cannot rely on sounds 

to generate interest.  If we read further in the Essay, though, we find another helpful section, 

where Rousseau writes, “we do not realize that often [sensations] affect us not only as sensations 

but as signs or images, and that their moral effects also have moral causes” [EOL 284].  

Sensations of beautiful colors, for example, are given life by drawing, by imitation, so that “it is 

the passions which they express that succeed in arousing our own, the objects which they 

represent that succeed in affecting us” [EOL 284].  This is why colors can be removed from a 

painting – it can be turned into a drawing – without it moving us less.  When illustrations are 

used to depict an action, then, the passions that motivate action are concentrated by the 

simultaneity of the drawing, but generated – in the absence of sounds – by the meaning of the 

things drawn.  So if the viewer knows what the images mean, either because he recognizes them, 

or because he can read an explication of what they represent, they will generate and concentrate 

his interest.  This is Rousseau’s answer to why the illustrations must be explicated: so that the 

energy of the language of signs will be properly directed, and the right action will be more likely 

to ensue. 

But why, third, must the images and their explications refer to ancient myths?  After all, 

the frontispiece to the Second Discourse makes no such reference, and yet there is no sign that 
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Rousseau considered it a failure.  We can infer Rousseau’s answer to this question once we 

notice another implication of his historical examples: that the language of signs is more 

successful the more the communicating parties have something in common.  We can treat the 

example of the Scythian gift as one in which the parties had little in common, and in which the 

language of signs failed – presuming that communication was ever intended in the first place.  

By contrast, in Book Four of Emile Rousseau offers several examples46 of the successful use of 

the language of signs, in which the sign alone did say everything.  The first of these, 

“Thrasybulus and Tarquin cutting off the tops of the poppies” [E 322], partly refers to another 

story in Herodotus, one that is substantially repeated with different characters by Livy.  When 

Periander came to power in Corinth, he sent to Thrasybulus, tyrant of neighboring Miletus, 

asking about the “safest political establishment for administering the city best” [V.92].  

Thrasybulus led Periander’s messenger outside the city, and, speaking with him about unrelated 

matters, cut down each stalk of corn that had grown higher than the rest.  He then sent the 

messenger back to Periander.  Now according to the messenger, Thrasybulus made no reply to 

Periander’s query.  But once he heard what Thrasybulus had done, Periander understood that the 

safest political course was to “murder the most eminent of his citizens” [V.92]. 

In this example, communication by the language of signs succeeded between the two 

tyrants because of their similar situations and inclinations; but it was accomplished by a 

messenger who was unaware of the message he carried, because of the difference between his 

situation and inclination and those of the tyrants.47  We see that the same sign can have meaning 

among those who have something in common, while being meaningless to those who do not.  

And this helps us to see how allegorical illustrations can be suited to audiences composed of 

those with various levels of education.  To readers who know the Achilleid, the Phaedrus, the 
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Metamorphoses, the Argonautica, and the Odyssey, at one extreme, Rousseau’s illustrations will 

be full of detailed meaning; those who do not even know the names Thetis, Chiron, Hermes, 

Orpheus and Circe, at the other, will only find as much meaning as one sees in a picture of a 

woman dipping a baby in a river.48  So we have Rousseau’s answer to the question of why his 

illustrations must refer to ancient myths: to single out his educated readers, and in particular 

those who pride themselves on their devotion to the highly questionable modern project of 

enlightenment. 

Lastly, why then must the images in Emile refer also to passages in Rousseau’s text – and 

do so, as I have suggested, in a way that complicates and corrects their corresponding ancient 

myths?  One final observation will be helpful here about the examples in Rousseau’s 

“digression”: they quietly point out that the chief users of the language of signs are tyrants.  

Rousseau begins his digression by listing four ancient examples of Biblical covenants based on 

threats of divine force;49 then he refers in a footnote to the modern example of the signs used by 

the Roman clergy and the “tyrannical government” of Venice [E 322 n *].  After the examples of 

Thrasybulus and Periander, of Tarquin and his son, already mentioned, who communicate their 

tyrannical designs by signs, he concludes with the example of Mark Antony, who failed to save 

the Roman republic because, according to Plutarch, he was “swept away by the tide of popular 

applause,” and by “the prospect, if Brutus were overthrown, of being without doubt the ruler-in-

chief” [II, 489].50  Now if the language of signs is meant to give its users a hold on human beings 

other than “by force or by self-interest” [E 321], it must be appealing to those who are unable or 

unwilling to use force, but also unable to appeal to self-interest, in either its uneducated or its 

educated form.  And since human beings act either willingly or unwillingly, persuasion does not 

amount to a third option – rather, it amounts to a combination of the two: human beings thinking 
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that they act willingly, while in fact they are acting unwillingly.  But this requires that the 

interests that cause actions in human beings be connected with actions that are not ordinarily 

their result: that the Achilles or the Odysseus that causes admiration, for example, be 

surreptitiously replaced by the Emile who is both and better than both.  This, then, is Rousseau’s 

answer to the question why his illustrations must refer to passages in his text: that only by so 

doing can he persuade his educated and enlightened readers to turn their attachment to ancient, 

mythical heroes into an attachment to Emile. 

So Rousseau’s answer to our opening question – do great books need pictures? – is a 

resounding yes.  They need pictures, he says, as long as their readers have hearts as well as 

heads, and as long as their authors mean to make their readers act.  They need pictures of 

mythological figures as long as their authors want especially to reach and move their educated 

readers.  And they need to juxtapose these figures with arguments in their pages as long as they 

want to persuade their educated readers to act in new ways.  As the ancients knew, and Rousseau 

himself knows, persuasion, which does not attempt to enlighten self-interest, but does not crush 

with force, is the very picture of education. 
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Explication of the Slides 
 

Slide 1 represents the frontispiece of Bacon’s Great Instauration, which may be found in Francis Bacon, Novum 
Organum.  Translated and Edited by Peter Urbach and John Gibson.  (Chicago: Open Court, 1994), ii. 
 
Slide 2 represents the title page of the Head Edition of Hobbes’s Leviathan, which may be found in Thomas Hobbes, 
Leviathan, with selected variants from the Latin edition of 1668.  Edited, with Introduction, by Edwin Curley.  
(Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1994), lxxviii. 
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Slide 3 represents the frontispiece of Vico’s New Science, which may be found in Giambattista Vico, The New 
Science of Giambattista Vico.  Unabridged Translation of the Third Edition (1744) with the addition of “Practic of 
the New Science.”  Translated by Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Frisch.  (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1984), 2. 
 
Slide 4 represents the frontispiece of Rousseau’s First Discourse, which may be found in Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
The Discourses and other early political writings.  Edited and translated by Victor Gourevitch.  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 2. 
 
Slide 5 represents the frontispiece of Rousseau’s Second Discourse, which may be found in Rousseau, The 
Discourses and other early political writings, 112. 
 
Slide 6 represents and magnifies the detail from the bottom right-hand corner of the frontispiece of the Second 
Discourse, wherein the huts of the Hottentots are depicted. 
 
Slide 7 represents the ‘Thetis’ illustration from Emile, which may be found in Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, or On 
Education.  Translation and Introduction by Allan Bloom.  (New York: Basic Books, 1979), ii.  A portion of the 
illustration on the middle left margin has been boxed in red. 
 
Slide 8 represents and magnifies the detail from the middle left margin of the ‘Thetis’ illustration, wherein the figure 
of Charon can barely be discerned. 
 
Slide 9 represents the ‘Chiron’ illustration from Emile, which may be found in Rousseau, Emile, 76. 
 
Slide 10 represents the ‘Hermes’ illustration from Emile, which may be found in Rousseau, Emile, 164. 
 
Slide 11 juxtaposes the frontispiece of the First Discourse from Slide 4 with the ‘Hermes’ illustration from Slide 10. 
 
Slide 12 represents the ‘Orpheus’ illustration from Emile, which may be found in Rousseau, Emile, 261. 
 
Slide 13 represents the ‘Circe’ illustration from Emile, which may be found in Rousseau, Emile, 76. 
 
Slide 14 represents and magnifies the detail from the top left margin of the ‘Circe’ illustration, wherein a bed canopy 
is depicted. 
 
 
 

 
Notes 

 
1 Readers of this lecture, who cannot benefit from the slideshow that accompanied it, should consult the 
“Explication of the Slides,” above. 

2 Giambattista Vico, The New Science of Giambattista Vico.  Unabridged Translation of the Third Edition (1744) 
with the addition of “Practic of the New Science.”  Translated by Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch.  
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1968).  Citations to this edition are given in the form [NS page]. 

3 Plato, Phaedrus.  Translated with Introduction, Notes, and Interpretive Essay by James H. Nichols Jr.  (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1998). 

4 Quotations from Rousseau’s writings are taken from the best editions that are widely available.  Quotations from 
the First and Second Discourses and the Essay on the Origin of Languages are from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The 
Discourses and other early political writings.  Edited and Translated by Victor Gourevitch.  (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), and are given in the forms [FD, SD, or EOL page].  Quotations from Emile are from Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, Emile, or On Education.  Translation and Introduction by Allan Bloom.  (New York: Basic 
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Books, 1979), and are given in the form [E page].  I also refer in the text to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Correspondance 
complète de Jean Jacques Rousseau.  Édition critique établie et annotée par R.A. Leigh.  Fifty-Two Volumes.  
(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1965-1998), in the form [CC Volume:page]; to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Collected 
Writings.  Thirteen Volumes.  Series Editors Roger D. Masters and Christopher Kelly.  (Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 1992-2010), in the form [CW Volume:page]; and to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Œuvres 
complètes.  Five Volumes.  Series Editors Bernard Gagnebin and Marcel Raymond.  (Paris: Bibliothèque de la 
Pléiade, 1964-95), in the form [OC Volume:page].  Translations from CC and OC are my own. 

5 These engravings were not ready for the first edition of the novel, and so were at first published separately, 
accompanied by narrative descriptions of the “Subjects of the Engravings” [CW 6:621-628] that indicate the high 
level of detail Rousseau meant his illustrations to communicate.  As he writes at the beginning of his discussion of 
these illustrations, 

Most of these Subjects are detailed so as to make them understood, much more so than they can be 
in the execution: for in order to realize a drawing felicitously, the Artist must see it not as it will be 
on his paper, but as it is in nature.  The pencil does not distinguish a blonde from a brunette, but 
the imagination that guides it must distinguish them.  The burin cannot render highlights and 
shadows well unless the Engraver also imagines the colors.  In the same way, with figures in 
motion, he needs to see what precedes and what follows, and accord a certain latitude to the time 
of the action; otherwise one will never capture well the unity of the moment to be expressed.  The 
Artist’s skill consists in making the Viewer imagine many things that do not appear on the plate; 
and that depends on a felicitous choice of circumstances, of which the ones he renders lead us to 
presuppose the ones he does not.  Therefore one can never enter into too much detail when one 
wants to present Subjects for Engraving, and is absolutely ignorant of the art [CW 6:621]. 

6 For an example of Rousseau’s care with the details of his illustrations, consider this passage from a letter to his 
publisher, Duchesne, written on March 7, 1762: 

The change that was made to the flames [in the Thetis engraving] on my advice is very bad, and 
spoils the effect of the engraving which the lit portion brought out a great deal; I would wish that 
my stupidity in this respect be fixable.  I will be more hesitant the next time to give my advice, for 
fear of committing another. And yet to this point I have not been mistaken in matters of effect [CC 
10:142-143]. 

7 Why is a satyr an appropriate allegorical representation of common men?  Rousseau writes at some length about 
the mixed or monstrous character of modern human beings in Book One of Emile [E 37-41].  He attributes this 
mixture to contradictions between the education we are given by nature, and the one we are given by men.  The 
satyr, half beast and half man, is a good image for the kind of monsters that we are, according to Rousseau.  It 
follows that if the education of nature were to have its way with us, we would be nothing other than beasts. 

8 See Plutarch, Moralia.  Volume Two.  Translated by Frank Cole Babbitt.  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1962).  Citations from this work are given in the text in the form [Volume.section]. 

9 My discussion of Rousseau’s illustrations in the next five sections of this lecture has benefited considerably from 
John T. Scott’s unpublished paper “The Illustrative Education of Rousseau’s Emile,” which he was kind enough to 
share with me. 

10 Charles Eisen, who designed the engraving for the Second Discourse, also designed the engravings for Emile 
[Scott, 6]. 

11 Rousseau rejected the idea that the engravings should be identified by inscriptions explicating the action depicted 
in each.  In one letter to his publisher he writes, 

I do not believe that inscriptions at the bottom of the engravings are needed: one ought not to 
explain at all what is clear: we could just number the page and the volume there, to which each 
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engraving is related; but I fear that the binder will move it [each engraving] to that page, whereas 
each engraving ought to be at the head of a book” [CC 10:143]. 

In a later letter, Rousseau continues, 

[i]t is not possible, Sir, that the inscription of the engraving remain as it is; the way in which it has 
been cut into two lines forming two sort of little rhyming verses, [is] very ridiculous, and I must 
warn you that anyway we will redo the inscriptions; since there are changes to be made to those 
that I have sent you, one ought not to have them engraved without alerting me.  I would be of the 
opinion, then, that we erase the inscription completely, if it’s possible to do so without much 
trouble.  If you would rather leave it in, and consequently put one on all the others (and I consent 
to it if you judge it appropriate) in this case this one absolutely must be rewritten in the following 
way, since once again it cannot remain as it is.  Thetis dips Her son / in the Styx.  See p. 37 [CC 
10:150]. 

12 Rousseau instructed his publisher that, with the exception of “Orpheus,” each engraving was to be placed 
opposite the first page of each book: 

The citations of pages that you had engraved at the top of each engraving will certainly lead the 
binders and signature-sewers to commit an error.  They will place the engraving facing the cited 
page, instead of putting it at the beginning of the book or volume, as is said in the explication.  
You must attempt to prevent this.  There should be an engraving as frontispiece for each volume 
and another in the first volume at the head of the second book [CC 10:222-223]. 

13 As Scott rightly notes, Bloom mistakenly has the explications point to the pages on which the engravings are 
found, rather than the pages of the text to which the engravings refer [Scott, 9-10]. 

14 Rousseau also uses the terms “fable” and “allegory” in his description of the frontispiece to the First Discourse.  
See the discussion of the Prometheus illustration, above, the Discourse itself, [G, 16 n *], and the Letter to Lecat 
[CW 2:179]. 

15 How does the fear of death cause Thetis to neglect to breastfeed her son?  Breastfeeding might entail implicit 
acknowledgement of one’s mortality, because it involves explicit acknowledgement of one’s subordination to one’s 
offspring.  Rousseau advocates familiarizing young girls with the fear of death early in their educations, whereas he 
recommends keeping this fear from young boys. See Book Five of Emile [E 379-380]. 

16 References to this work are to Statius, Achilleid.  Edited and Translated by D.R. Shackleton Bailey.  (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), and are given in the text in the form [Book.line numbers]. 

17 Scott points out that Rousseau is “coy” about whether the tutor and the pupil in this example are Jean-Jacques and 
Emile.  In the example itself he distinguishes himself from “the man who speaks in this example” [E 141], and 
presumably thereby distinguishes the pupil from Emile.  But in one place later in the text he refers to Emile as the 
pupil in the example [E 153], and in another to Emile’s “former races” [E 436].  Earlier, Rousseau had written that 
he “will not be distressed if Emile is of noble birth” [E 52].  See Scott, 18. 

18 Scott notes that the only reference in Homer to the “most righteous of the centaurs” is to his medicinal skill, 
which he taught to Asclepius and to Achilles.  See Iliad IV.219 and XI.832.  It may be significant that Asclepius 
tried to use these skills to overcome death.  Scott also helpfully directs us to the first chapter of Xenophon’s 
Cynegeticus, where Chiron is mentioned as a master of hunting, and to the eighteenth chapter of Machiavelli’s 
Prince, where he is a metaphor for knowing “how to use the beast and the man.”  See Scott, 15-16. 

19 Another difference between Thetis’ and Chiron’s treatments is that Thetis’ are physical, whereas Chiron’s are 
psychic.  Chiron is a singer, and he teaches Achilles to sing as well.  This points to a connection between the 
‘Chiron’ illustration and the ‘Orpheus’ illustration. 
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20 Rousseau devotes a few pages of Book Two of Emile to a discussion of carnivorousness.  Human beings are 
naturally vegetarians, he argues, and it is “above all… important not to denature this primitive taste,” not for the 
sake of health, but for the sake of character: “it is certain that great eaters of meat are in general more cruel and 
ferocious than other men” [E 153].  He follows these claims with a lengthy quotation from Plutarch, of a lurid 
passage that argues that while the first carnivorous human beings must have overcome a deep repugnance to eat 
animal corpses, they were compelled to do so by natural scarcity [!], whereas modern human beings have no such 
excuse [E 154-155].  It may be relevant to note that Statius’ carnivorous Achilles does indeed seem to be cruel and 
ferocious.  Thetis wants to keep him from the Trojan war by disguising him as a girl and hiding him among the girls 
of Scyros.  Ashamed to comply, especially by the thought of what Chiron might say, Achilles only goes along with 
her plan after he is seized by lust for one of the girls, Deidamia [I.301-303].  Soon afterward, he rapes and 
impregnates her [I.640-643].  In some respect, the rest of the story of Emile could be understood as Rousseau’s 
attempt to avoid this outcome for his Achilles.  Compare the interpretation of the Circe engraving, below. 

The vegetarianism of the Achilles depicted in the Chiron illustration could just as well have been indicated 
by the depiction of a cake as by the depiction of an apple.  Perhaps Rousseau chose the latter to allude to the story of 
Adam and Eve, or to the story of the beauty contest that was the first cause of the Trojan War.  Or perhaps an apple 
is easier to identify in an engraving than a cake. 

21 “This novel,” Rousseau writes, 

disencumbered of all its rigmarole, beginning with Robinson’s shipwreck near his island and 
ending with the arrival of the ship which comes to take him from it, will be both Emile’s 
entertainment and instruction throughout the period which is dealt with here [E 185]. 

It is instructive to see which parts of the novel, falling before Robinson’s shipwreck and after the arrival of his 
rescuers, Rousseau considers to be “rigmarole.” 

22 Scott points out that the identification of the Egyptian god Thoth or Theuth with the Greek god Hermes only came 
after the age of classical Greek literature, in the person of Hermes Trismegistus of the hermetic tradition [Scott, 20]. 

23 It also makes sense to interpret the beardless youth as Emile, and the older, bearded man as his tutor, Jean-
Jacques – though Rousseau has argued earlier in Emile that a tutor should be as near in age to his pupil as possible: 
“a child’s governor ought to be young and even as young as a wise man can be” [E 51].  This interpretation has the 
advantage of agreeing with the story of Book Three, wherein Jean-Jacques shows Emile the elements of the 
sciences, without allowing him to approach any of the sciences very closely.  “The issue is not to teach him the 
sciences,” Rousseau writes, “but to give him the taste for loving them and the methods for learning them when this 
taste is better developed” [E 172].  It also has the advantage of repeating the strange doubling of Rousseau that we 
saw in the ‘Prometheus’ illustration.  There Rousseau was at once Prometheus the titan (or Rousseau the author) and 
the Citizen of Geneva; here he is at once Hermes the god (or Rousseau the author) and Jean-Jacques the tutor. 

24 Another indication of the exceptional character of the ‘Orpheus’ illustration is that in his “Explications” Rousseau 
tells us that it “belongs” to the fourth book – again, unlike the illustrations to Books Two and Three, each of which 
was said to be “at the beginning” of its book, or the illustration to Book One, which was said to “relate” to that book 
[E 36; I have altered the translation]. John Scott details the convincing circumstantial evidence that this engraving is 
a late addition: Rousseau’s 

instructions for the division of [the] published work come in November 1761, just six months 
before it appeared, and include his specification that the third volume should open with the 
dramatic introduction to the “Profession.”  At this same time, Rousseau also sends his ideas to 
Eisen for the engravings for the last two books, and thus his instruction for the engraving of 
Orpheus.  Finally, the textual reference in Book IV to Orpheus was added only during production. 

See Scott, 25 and OC 4:1569. 

25 Recall that Rousseau instructed Duchesne to place the ‘Orpheus’ engraving at the beginning of the Profession of 
Faith of the Savoyard Vicar.  See note 12, above. 
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26 There is also a lyre in the ‘Chiron’ illustration. 

27 We can detect this disagreement at the end of the Vicar’s speech, where he advises the young Rousseau: 

[i]f my reflections lead you to think as I do, if my sentiments are also yours and we have the same 
profession of faith... [g]o back to your own country, return to the religion of your father, follow it 
in the sincerity of your heart, and never leave it again [E 311]. 

Since the young Rousseau did not take this advice, we ought to infer that he did not share the Vicar’s sentiment.  An 
indication of the ground of their disagreement may be seen earlier in the Profession of Faith, where the Vicar claims 
that conscience is to the soul what instinct and the passions are to the body.  He makes this claim in the context of an 
argument that conscience and instinct or the passions are always at odds with one another, and that of these, it is 
conscience that speaks with the voice of nature.  The young Rousseau tries to interrupt the Vicar at this point, but the 
Vicar will not let him speak [E 286-7].  To put the comparison crudely for the sake of brevity, Rousseau and the 
Savoyard Vicar seem to agree that conscience is an innate principle of justice and virtue [E 289]; that it speaks in 
sentiments rather than in judgments [E 290]; that it therefore differs from reason or the natural intellect, since reason 
leads to knowledge of the good and conscience to our love of the good [E 286]; that both reason and conscience are 
required for moral action [E 294]; and that the voice of conscience can be stifled but not eradicated [E 291].  But 
Rousseau disagrees with the Vicar’s inferences from the contradictory demands of instinct or the passions and 
conscience.  The Vicar takes these demands to indicate that human beings are composed of body and soul [E 279].  
This fundamental dualism leads him to a belief in human freedom [E 281], in the existence of God [E 275; cf. 290 
and 295], in the natural sociability of human beings [E 290], and in an afterlife—understood as the place where the 
soul, freed from the body, can finally pursue wholeheartedly the demands of conscience [E 282-5].  It also follows 
from the Vicar’s hatred of the body and his reliance on the afterlife that, as he sees it, the demands of conscience are 
not compatible with patriotism [E 295].  The importance of the Vicar’s dualism becomes clear in his comment that 

[i]f conscience is the work of the prejudices, I am doubtless wrong, and there is no demonstrable 
morality.  But if to prefer oneself to everything is an inclination natural to man, and if nevertheless 
the first sentiment of justice is innate in the human heart, let him who regards man as a simple 
being overcome these contradictions, and I shall no longer acknowledge more than one substance 
[E 279]. 

By claiming, in his own name, that conscience develops from the selfish human passions [E 235], Rousseau has 
already suggested, earlier in Emile, how these contradictions may be overcome.  According to his own argument, 
then, the Vicar ought to abandon his dualism, and everything that follows from it. 

28 References here are to Ovid, Metamorphoses.  With an English Translation by Frank Justus Miller.  In Two 
Volumes.  (London: William Heinemann, 1916), and are given in the text in the form [Book.lines]. 

29 Ovid adds here that Orpheus turns his sexual attentions to young boys, heightening the impression of Orpheus’ 
burgeoning dislike for women. 

30 We find many of the same details in Virgil’s telling of the story in Book IV of his Georgics, though his imagery 
does not correspond as closely with Rousseau’s engraving as Ovid’s does.  Virgil attributes the fateful backward 
glance to “a sudden frenzy [that] seized Orpheus, unwary in his love” [IV.488-489], rather than to any fear of 
weakness in Eurydice.  And he does not suggest that it was homosexual practices that turned the local women 
against the singer.  See Virgil, Eclogues, Georgics, Aeneid.  With an English Translation by H. Rushton Fairclough.  
In Two Volumes.  (London: William Heinemann, 1916).  The citation above from the Georgics is given in the form 
[Book.lines]. 

31 The Vicar says that his resolve not to profane the institution of marriage 

was precisely what destroyed me.  My respect for the bed of others left my faults exposed.  The 
scandal had to be expiated.  Arrested, interdicted, driven out, I was far more the victim of my 
scruples than of my incontinence; and I had occasion to understand, from the reproaches with 
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which my disgrace was accompanied, that often one need only aggravate the fault to escape the 
punishment [E 267]. 

32 As Rousseau later writes in reference to Emile’s first sexual experience, “I have reflected on men’s morals too 
much not to see the invincible influence of this moment on the rest of his life” [E 318].  Compare his later 
chastisement of readers who “do not sufficiently consider the influence which a man’s first liaison with a woman 
ought of have on the course of both of their lives” [E 415]. 

33 Instead of receiving an otherworldly metaphysical teaching, Emile receives a thisworldly revelation in which 
Jean-Jacques explains what he has done for his education [E 323], and then, having thus secured his attention, 
initiates him into the mysteries and dangers of sex [E 324].  In reply, Emile asks Jean-Jacques to retain his authority 
over him, in order to protect Emile from his own passions [E 325]. 

34 References here are to Apollonius Rhodius, Argonautica.  With an English Translation by R.C. Seaton.  (London: 
William Heinemann, 1912], and are given in the form [Book.lines]. 

35 Jean-Jacques uses the Sirens as an image of the dangers of sex in his revelatory conversation with Emile, as a way 
of impressing on Emile how difficult it will be to heed Jean-Jacques’s authority.  “Just as Ulysses, moved by the 
Sirens’ song and seduced by the lure of the pleasures, cried out to his crew to unchain him, so you will want to break 
the bonds which hinder you” [E 316].  This passage, together with a reference to Ulysses at the beginning of Book 
IV of Emile [E 212], leads John Scott to the thoughtful, and to my mind correct, hypothesis that, had Rousseau not 
been required by the division of the work into volumes to place an engraving in the middle of Book Four, he would 
have placed an engraving of Odysseus at the beginning of this book.  “The engraving to Book V of Emile also 
depicts Odysseus,” Scott writes, 

and choosing the same figure to illustrate Book IV would have given the work as a whole a 
symmetry with the first two books relating the story of Achilles and the last two the story of 
Odysseus.  […]  The choice of Odysseus as the subject for an engraving for Book IV would be 
appropriate for novelistic reasons, since the story of Emile’s wandering begins there and continues 
into Book V.  It would also be appropriate for theoretical reasons, for the taming of Odysseus’ 
wily pride and his return to domesticity would accord with Rousseau’s reinterpretation of the story 
of Achilles in the first two engravings for the work and the philosophical thrust of the work. 

See Scott, 25-26.  It poses no difficulty for this hypothesis that Odysseus’ encounter with the Sirens happens after 
his encounter with Circe, according to the Odyssey.  Homer writes that Circe warns Odysseus of the danger of the 
Sirens, and tells him how escape despite listening to their song [XII.39-54].  In his Epistles, in a passage which 
Rousseau knew well, Horace mentions the Sirens and Circe in this order.  See note 36. 

36 “You know the Sirens' songs and Circe's cups,” Horace writes in the Epistles; “if, along with his comrades, 
[Ulysses] had drunk of these in folly and greed, he would have become the shapeless and witless vassal of a harlot 
mistress – would have lived as an unclean dog or a sow that loves the mire” [I.ii.23-26].  See Horace, Satires, 
Epistles, and Ars Poetica.  With an English Translation by H. Rushton Fairclough.  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1942).  The reference is in the form [Book.epistle.lines].  It’s likely that Rousseau was familiar 
with this source, the next line of which contains the line nos numerus sumus, et fruges consumere nati, which Lecat 
cites in his Refutation of the First Discourse [CW 2:133], and which Rousseau later quotes in Book Two of Emile 
[CW 13:296]. 

37 References to the Odyssey are to Homer, The Odyssey of Homer.  Translated with an Introduction by Richmond 
Lattimore.  (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), and are given in the text in the form [Book.lines]. 

38 Those who would argue that Circe offers herself to Odysseus because she recognizes who he is need to find a way 
to explain the details of Hermes’ advice.  He does not advise Odysseus simply to identify himself to Circe. 

39 This work, which seems unfinished, and was not published during Rousseau’s lifetime, consists of two letters 
written by Emile to his tutor Jean-Jacques.  In the first, Emile describes how, after Sophie bears him a son and a 
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daughter, Jean-Jacques leaves, and Emile and Sophie’s misfortunes begin.  Sophie’s parents soon die, then her 
daughter by Emile.  Consumed with grief, she is taken by Emile to the capital city for distraction, accompanied by a 
friendly couple.  They spend two years in the capital, during which time Emile and Sophie are both corrupted.  Their 
friends turn out to be libertines, and the female friend apparently ends by persuading Sophie to engage in an 
adulterous affair with the friend’s husband.  Sophie then reveals this affair to Emile, and the resulting pregnancy.  
He is thunderstruck; he roams the capital in a passionate fury.  But once he calms down, Emile leaves the capital and 
takes work as a carpenter, while he deliberates about what to do.  He decides to leave Sophie and to take his son 
with him; but he is dissuaded from the latter on learning of a secret visit by Sophie, who fears precisely this.  
Instead, Emile flees Sophie and the capital, heading south. 

In the second letter we read that Emile, arriving eventually in Marseilles, embarks for Naples as a common 
sailor.  Unfortunately, the captain of his ship is in cahoots with the Barbary pirates.  When the captain’s treachery 
becomes clear, Emile kills him, but is taken by the pirates and – as soon as they see he will not be ransomed – sold 
into slavery.  As a slave Emile is put to use, first as a craftsman and then as a laborer on public works.  When the 
latter situation becomes dangerously onerous, Emile plots with his fellow slaves to go on strike: an action which 
ends with Emile being made the overseer of the other slaves.  He performs so well in this position that he attracts the 
attention of, and is eventually sold to, the Dey of Algiers – at which point the primary manuscript breaks off.  Two 
passages in the first letter suggest that, had the work been completed, we would have read of the deaths of Sophie 
and of Emile’s son as well [CW 13:685-721]. 

40 It would have occurred to Rousseau that illustrations could be used to this end if he was familiar, as seems likely, 
with Vico’s New Science, whose allegorical frontispiece is composed of what Vico calls “hieroglyphs,” to which he 
devotes thirty paragraphs of explanation, and which he says are intended “to give the reader some conception of the 
work before he reads it, and, with such an aid as imagination may afford, to call it back to mind after he has read it” 
[NS, 3].  There is no conclusive evidence, as far as I can tell, that Rousseau read Vico, but there are suggestive 
similarities between their thoughts.  The editors of the Pléiade edition remark that the Essay on the Origin of 
Languages especially raises the question of whether Rousseau read Vico while he was in Venice, but that decisive 
proof is lacking [OC 1:1548; 5:1545]. 

41 “Every general idea is purely intellectual,” Rousseau writes in the discussion of language in the Second 
Discourse; but 

if the imagination is at all involved, the idea immediately becomes particular.  Try to outline the 
image of a tree in general to yourself, you will never succeed; in spite of yourself it will have to be 
seen as small or large, bare or leafy, light or dark, and if you could see in it only what there is in 
every tree, the image would no longer resemble a tree.  Purely abstract beings are either seen in 
this same way, or conceived of only be means of discourse.  Only the definition of a Triangle 
gives you the genuine idea of it: As soon as you figure one in your mind, it is a given Triangle and 
not another, and you cannot help making its lines perceptible or its surface colored.  Hence once 
has to state propositions, hence one has to speak in order to have general ideas: for as soon as the 
imagination stops, the mind can proceed only by means of discourse [SD 148]. 

In the first chapter of the Essay on the Origin of Languages, Rousseau adds that the language of gesture, which 
when frozen in time becomes drawing, is just as natural as spoken language, but easier and less dependent on 
conventions: “for more objects strike our eyes than our ears, and shapes exhibit greater variety than do sounds; they 
are also more expressive and say more in less time” [EOL 248]. 

42 While Rousseau claims that “[t]he ambassador [left] his present and [departed] without saying anything” [E 322], 
Herodotus writes that the messenger said, “let the Persians… if they were clever [sophoi] enough, discover the 
signification of the presents” [IV.131].  See Herodotus, The History.  Translated by David Grene.  (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1987). 

43 One of Rousseau’s examples in the Essay is of the Levite of Ephraim, who cut the body of his wife into twelve 
pieces to rouse the tribes of Israel against the tribe of Benjamin.  About this sign, Rousseau writes, “[a]t this ghastly 
sight they rushed to arms… [a]nd the Tribe of Benjamin was exterminated” [EOL 249-250].  But in Judges, the 
source of the story, we read that while the Israelites were outraged at the sight of the woman’s dismembered corpse 
[19:30], they needed a speech to determine them to attack those responsible in Gibeah [20:4-9].  Another of the 
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examples in the Essay is of King Saul, who dismembered his plow oxen to being Israel to the assistance of the tribe 
of Jabesh.  But in I Samuel we read that Saul accompanied the parts of his dismembered oxen with a threat.  
“‘Whoever does not come out after Saul and after Samuel, thus will be done to his oxen!’  And the fear of the Lord 
fell on the people,” the scripture writer concludes, “and they came out as one man” [11:7].  Again, while Rousseau 
claims in the Essay that the orator Hyperides got the courtesan Phryne acquitted “without urging a single word in her 
defense” [EOL 250], we read the following in Athenaeus, The Deipnosophists, XIII: 

Hyperides spoke in support of Phryne, and when his speech accomplished nothing, and the jurors 
seemed likely to convict her, he brought her out in public, ripped her dress to shreds, exposed her 
chest, and at the conclusion of his speech produced cries of lament as he gazed at her, causing the 
jurors to feel a superstitious fear of this priestess and temple-attendant of Aphrodite, and to give in 
to pity rather than put her to death.  Afterward, then she had been acquitted, a decree was passed to 
the effect that no speaker was to lament on another person’s behalf, and that no accused man or 
[woman] was to be put on display while their case was being decided [590e-f]. 

See Athenaeus, The Learned Banqueters.  Edited and Translated by S. Douglas Olson.  Volume VI.  (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2010), 411-413.  Finally, the same criticism could be made of Rousseau’s use of the 
example of Antony, at the end of his digression in Emile.  “On the death of Caesar,” he writes, “I imagine one of our 
orators wishing to move the people; he exhausts all the commonplaces of his art to present a pathetic description of 
Caesar’s wounds, his blood, his corpse.  Antony, although eloquent, does not say all that.  He has the body brought 
in.  What rhetoric!” [E 322-323].  According to Plutarch’s “Life of Antony,’ though, Rousseau’s likely source, 
Antony behaved differently: 

[a]s Caesar’s body was conveying to the tomb, Antony, according to the custom, was making his 
funeral oration in the market-place, and perceiving the people to be infinitely affected with what 
he had said, he began to mingle with his praises language of commiseration, and horror at what 
had happened, and, as he was ending his speech, he took the under-clothes of the dead, and held 
them up, showing them stains of blood and the holes of the many stabs, calling those that had done 
this act villains and bloody murderers.  All which excited the people to such indignation, that they 
would not defer the funeral, but, making a pile of tables and forms in the very market-place, set 
fire to it; and every one, taking a brand, ran to the conspirators’ houses, to attack them [II, 489-
490]. 

Antony uses the language of signs to concentrate the passions generated by his spoken words. 

44 Rousseau claims to be following Horace in drawing this conclusion.  And indeed, we read in On the Art of Poetry, 
“[l]ess vividly is the mind stirred by what finds entrance through the ears than by what is brought before the trusty 
eyes, and what the spectator can see for himself.”  Yet Horace follows up with this qualification: “you will not bring 
upon the stage what should be performed behind the scenes, and you will keep much from our eyes, which an actor's 
ready tongue will narrate anon in our presence [180-184].”  The examples he gives of such things are of atrocities 
and miraculous transformations.  If these things are more striking when imagined than when feigned on the stage, 
they may indicate a limit to the energy of the language of signs. 

45 “The object that is exhibited to the eyes shakes the imagination, arouses curiosity, keeps the mind attentive to 
what is going to be said” [E 322], Rousseau explains in Book Four of Emile. 

46 The other examples are, first, “Alexander placing his seal on his favorite’s mouth,” and second, “Diogenes 
walking before Zeno.”  The first is a reference to Plutarch’s “Life of Alexander,” paragraph 39 [E 491 n 68].  The 
story told there involves a friend of Alexander who had read a letter from Alexander’s mother, advising Alexander 
to desist from giving magnificent gifts, because this made their recipients equal to kings and made them many 
friends, while stripping Alexander bare.  The gesture was meant to tell the friend to keep silent about the advice, 
which Alexander had been keeping secret.  The second phrase is a reference to Diogenes Laertius’ Lives of the 
Philosophers, VI.39 [E 491 n 69].  The text only says that when “someone” told Diogenes there is no such thing as 
motion, he got up and walked around.  In both examples, though, the significance of the action depends on the 
communicating parties having a considerable amount of experience in common: the content of Alexander’s mother’s 
letter, in the first case, and the claims of Zeno’s paradoxes in the second. 
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47 According to Herodotus, the messenger reported “that Thrasybulus had made no suggestion at all, and indeed he 
wondered what sort of a man this was he had been sent to, a madman and a destroyer of his own property” [V.92].  
Despite his ignorance of the message, the messenger’s judgment of Thrasybulus was good. 

48 In the Letter to Raynal, an early reply to criticisms made of the First Discourse, Rousseau answers the claim that 
“[i]t is impossible to be too emphatic about truths that clash so head-on with the general taste, and it is important to 
deny chicanery every possible hold” by saying that “I am not altogether of the same opinion, and I believe that 
children should be left some baubles” [G, 31; italics in the original].  Compare what Rousseau says about the 
illustrations in Emile in a letter to his publisher: “I am very happy with the illustrator, and even with the engraver, 
and I am, like children, quite taken with beautiful images” [CC 10:151]. 

49 Rousseau’s first examples showing the superiority of the ancients have to do with covenants.  When the gods 
ruled instead of force, he tells us, covenants were solemnly made in their presence, and these covenants were 
recorded in the “book” of the earth: in stones, trees, and heaps of rocks.  “[T]he faith of men was more assured by 
the guarantee of these mute witnesses than it is today by all the vain rigor of the laws” [E 321].  He implies that by 
swearing in the presence of these objects, the ancient Israelites made it more likely that their covenants be kept – 
that is, that the language of signs persuaded men to act faithfully.  What, then, was the basis of this persuasion? 

Rousseau gives four examples of ancient covenants – all taken from Genesis. The first is to “the well of the 
oath” [Genesis 26:32-33; Bloom, 491 n 65].  In this example, a pact is struck between Isaac and Abimelech in which 
the latter pledges not to attack the former, because “[w]e have clearly seen that the Lord is with you” [Genesis 
26:28], and a well is dug called the well of the oath.  The evidence that the Lord is with Isaac seems chiefly to have 
been the flourishing of the Israelites that followed once Abimelech realized that Isaac was Rebekah’s husband, and 
put him under his protection.  Second, Rousseau mentions “the well of the living and seeing” [Genesis 16:14; 
Bloom, 491 n 65]. In this case Hagar encounters a messenger of the Lord, who promises her that she will bear a son 
named Ishmael, “a wild ass of a man – / his hand against all, the hand of all against him, / he will encamp in despite 
of all his kin” [16:12].  This covenant leads Hagar to return to Sarai and to endure her abuse, but it also promises 
centuries of conflict.  Third, Rousseau cites “the old oak of Mamre” [Genesis 18:1; Bloom, 491 n 65].  In this 
passage, the Lord appeared to Abraham in the form of three men, and they promised Sarai that she would have a 
child.  The same three men went on to visit, and destroy, Sodom and Gomorrah.  And finally, Rousseau mentions  
“the mound of the witness” [Genesis 31:46-48; compare Bloom, 491 n 65].  In this last example we read about how 
Jacob, having taken flocks and daughters from Laban, made a pact with the latter to draw a boundary between them 
[31:52].  Jacob is able to make this pact because, he claims, God was with him [31:42] in his theft – that is, the theft 
succeeded. 

What these examples seem to have in common is that in each case the covenant symbolized by a natural 
object was concluded against the backdrop of an indirect or direct demonstration of the power of God.  We are led to 
conclude that while the signs concentrated the memory of these demonstrations of power, it was the demonstrations 
themselves – in other words, an experience of force – that aroused the interest of the contracting parties, and 
persuaded them to be faithful.  The examples thus illustrate how persuasion is based on the tyrannical exercise of 
force. 

50 The only exception, if that is what it is, to the rule that Rousseau’s historical examples of the language of signs 
involve tyrants, is the example of Diogenes and Zeno [E 322]. 


