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Introduction
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THIS IS THE STORY OF WHAT THE FRENCH STILL CALL THE Terrible Year, as lived by two great writers who were devoted friends, Gustave Flaubert and George Sand, and of Flaubert’s novel that he thought should have kept his compatriots from the catastrophe they were enduring. It was a year of almost unimaginable suffering, defeat, humiliation, hatred, and fratricidal conflict, a year when war and surrender were followed by siege, cold, hunger, then class warfare on a scale never seen before, a national bloodletting that left France traumatized on the threshold of its most enduring experiment with republican government, even as it seemed poised to retreat into monarchy. Out of the ruins left by the Terrible Year and its paroxysm in the Bloody Week of May 1871 modern France emerged.


Flaubert and Sand wrote incessantly to one another as impassioned witnesses to the unfolding of events. They were separated in space, Flaubert in his Norman home, Sand in hers in the Berry, both following the war and its aftermath with all the information they could garner. Though they began seemingly at opposite ends of the political spectrum—Sand a dedicated socialist and reformer, Flaubert a believer in rule by the elite—they would eventually converge in their beliefs. Flaubert would travel the greater distance, eventually avowing himself, to his own bemusement, a republican. They observed, they evaluated, they judged. And they weighed why Flaubert’s novel Sentimental Education (L’Education sentimentale), published late in 1869, on the threshold of the Terrible Year, had gone largely misunderstood and unheeded. Surely, Flaubert believed, it was prophetic of what had come to pass.


To give the barest historical sketch of events: Second Empire France under Napoleon III—who became emperor a year after his coup d’état on December 2, 1851, killed off the fragile republic born of revolution in 1848—seemed immensely wealthy and powerful. Paris was the undisputed capital of Europe. But the Empire came to an abrupt and unexpected end in the Franco-Prussian War that began in July 1870. The war was totally unnecessary, the result of diplomatic blunders and the deliberate provocation of German chancellor Otto von Bismarck, who thought that war with France would strengthen his hand in unifying the German states under Prussian hegemony. French confidence in its army and its vaunted new chassepot bolt-action breech-loading rifle was unbounded but misplaced: appallingly commanded and outmaneuvered, the French quickly suffered loss after loss on the battlefield. Whole army corps were made prisoner. And on September 2, so was the emperor himself. His fall quickly led to revolution in Paris and, on September 4, the declaration of a new republic.


But the war was not at all over. The Prussian Army advanced rapidly to Paris, captured outlying forts built to defend the city, and put it under a siege that would last through a long, frigid winter. The Government of National Defense struggled to maintain the war effort and to keep the capital alive. Paris ran out of fuel and food. Trees were chopped down, the Bois de Boulogne razed. Eating became a greater problem with each passing day: the animals in the Paris Zoo were sacrificed, including the beloved elephants Castor and Pollux. They went largely to the tables of the rich. Butchers, having exhausted dogs and cats, began selling rats. Ersatz food was the rule, including coffee ground from acorns. Besides, the Prussians began bombarding the city, making life dangerous as well as precarious. By the end of January 1871, the government had reached an armistice with the Prussians, with the stipulation that a new Assembly would be elected and empowered to make a final peace treaty. Paris finally began to see supplies arrive from the countryside. But national elections led to an ultraconservative Assembly, with the old political pro Adolphe Thiers as chief executive, and then to a peace treaty in February that surrendered Alsace and most of Lorraine to the Germans, levied reparations of 5 billion francs on France, and stipulated a Prussian victory parade down the Champs-Elysées on March 1.


The people of Paris and the National Guard—a kind of citizens’ militia whose loyalty to the official government was not secure—became increasingly restive. The terms of the treaty signed at Versailles appeared to be a betrayal of the heroic Parisian resistance. When the new government in March decided to terminate the moratorium on rent payments and commercial loan repayments—and sale of items left at pawnshops—that the wartime government had decreed, there was also a sense of class betrayal. The trigger point was reached on March 18, when Thiers decided he needed to disarm the National Guard by taking away its cannon, many of which had been purchased by public subscription and were affectionately given names (“Victor Hugo,” for one). During the night of the 17th and into the morning of the 18th, troops climbed up the Butte Montmartre to the cannon park. They secured the cannon—but horses and limbers to haul them away were slow in arriving. A crowd gathered, largely women at first, to prevent the taking of the cannon. Finally General Claude Lecomte ordered his troops to fire on the crowd. They did not. He ordered again, and again—but his troops began to put their guns butt upward and to desert to the crowd. Lecomte was seized, and later in the day, along with another general, Jacques-Léon Clément Thomas, who happened upon the scene, shot. Thiers and his ministers fled Paris to the safety of Versailles, where the Assembly now sat, which would henceforth be the seat of the official government. In Paris, meanwhile, the Commune took power.


It has never been easy to define the Commune, since it was an ad-hoc creation, born in the midst of crisis, that comprised a disparate cast of leaders of very different political commitments. It marked an attempt at local government taking independent control of the capital and running it as a kind of workers’ democracy, though without a single coherent ideology: there were various strains of utopian and pragmatic socialism and anarchism, old Jacobins and new visionaries, as well as more straightforward utilitarian concerns among those chosen to govern. They represented largely the petit bourgeois and artisan classes. During its brief existence, the Commune instituted some remarkable social reforms, including the separation of church and state, the secularization of schooling, and the legal equality of women, while trying to manage defense of the city, which, after the siege by the Prussians, was increasingly threatened by the Versailles government.


The existence of the Commune became more and more precarious. Its military attempts to break out from the city and attack the enemy in Versailles failed miserably. Eventually, Thiers directed the invasion of Paris by the French Army, unleashing the most savage and destructive class warfare Western Europe has ever known. French Army troops, or the Versaillais, as they were known, their ranks bolstered by prisoners of war released by Bismarck to counter the proletarian insurgency, fought their way through Paris and leveled the Communard barricades with a vindictive force that is difficult to fathom. A number of the generals had experience fighting in the French colonies of North Africa and treated the Communards as if they were “natives.” Indeed, they were made to seem like they were of another race, degenerate, alcohol fueled, vicious. By the end of the Bloody Week in May, probably some 20,000 Communards had been killed, either in the fighting or in the summary executions carried out by the Versaillais. Much of central Paris was set on fire, first by bombardment, then by the retreating Communards, who sought to put a wall of flame between themselves and the attackers. Paris, when the fighting stopped, presented a grim spectacle of ruin as inhabitants and visitors—including Flaubert—came to view the devastated city.


The Terrible Year found exceptional observers and narrators in Flaubert and George Sand (the self-created name of Aurore Dupin), the woman who was not Flaubert’s lover but his closest confidante. The two had spent the Christmas holidays together in 1869 and looked forward to a prosperous 1870. They had vowed to say all to one another, without restraint, and their letters record their absolute devotion and candor. Neither was in Paris: Sand was in her beautiful home in Nohant, south of the Loire River in the Berry, Flaubert in the house in Croisset, on the River Seine just outside the Norman city of Rouen, that his surgeon father had bought and that he shared with his aged mother. But both followed events in the theaters of war, and then in Paris, with acute attention. They found themselves more deeply patriotic in spirit than they imagined they could be—Flaubert even briefly became lieutenant in a local National Guard unit. They were made heartsick by war, defeat, and siege. Sand was a long-standing socialist who had played a public role in the Second Republic born of the Revolution of 1848. Flaubert was an anti-democrat who believed in the rule of a mandarin caste of the enlightened who understood the laws of science. In November 1869 he had published Sentimental Education, a novel claiming to be the history of his own generation, including its experience of the Revolution of 1848 and its aftermath. Neither approved of the Commune, but both hated the reactionaries even more and deplored the actions of the “turd-shaped” Thiers. Their correspondence throughout the Terrible Year offers a rich choral commentary on war, politics, insurrection, violence, ruin, and the ineradicable stupidity of their contemporaries.


Flaubert came to Paris just as soon as the fighting stopped and he could get a train down from Rouen. He toured the still smoking ruins of central Paris, where the seat of government and many public buildings had gone up in flames during the final agony of the Commune. Viewing the ruins, he commented to his friend Maxime Du Camp that if only his contemporaries had understood Sentimental Education, this—the devastating denouement of the Terrible Year—never could have happened. His remark claims an exceptional role for the novel in the writing and understanding of history: the novel as truer to grasping the meaning of historical action than what usually passes as history. Sentimental Education gives a picture of the previous revolution, in 1848, but he convinced himself that it should have been read as prophetic of the ruins he stood among. What did he mean, and how did the Terrible Year as a whole come to be portrayed and understood as the political and cultural crucible of modern France?


The story I have to tell bears witness to the Terrible Year and its bloody climax through the eyes of Flaubert and Sand. As they emerged from its horrors, they confronted an aftermath of warring commemorations of the event, including the improbable building of the Basilique du Sacré-Coeur (Basilica of the Sacred Heart) on the heights of Montmartre, where the National Guard’s cannon park stood, in “expiation” of the sins of secular France during the Terrible Year, and Victor Hugo’s novel Ninety-Three (Quatrevingt-treize), an attempt to reconcile the contending forces of the nation that reaches back to the year of the Terror during the first French Revolution to dramatize the clash of ideologies and persons that continued throughout the nineteenth century. Most of all, this story weighs Flaubert’s claim to have written the history of his generation—a claim as well to a kind of right of historiography that makes the novel the best access to history. It’s not only the history of the Terrible Year that interests me but also the contests about remembering and representing it and the relation of writing to event. The novelization of history, as you might call it, took on various forms, with far-reaching results.


What follows will first briefly trace Flaubert’s career prior to the Terrible Year, from the time that his first novel, Madame Bovary, was published through his meeting with Sand and his experience as a lionized writer under the Second Empire, and then move into the Terrible Year itself as witnessed by the two writers. I will then ask what Flaubert meant when he said that an understanding of Sentimental Education would have saved his contemporaries from the folly and misery of the war and the Commune and its repression, as well as how that prescient novel fits with other attempts to claim the history of the Terrible Year in books, statues, and monuments. Along the way come the photographs of what Flaubert saw in early June 1871, as the ruins of Paris called forth a remarkable response in the maturing art of photography. I will talk about the continuing evolution of Flaubert’s political views and his last writings, including a story he wrote for Sand that she didn’t live to read. Finally, I will say a word about how the novel, including Flaubert’s contribution, becomes the key to the understanding of modern history.


I wish, then, to tell a story that includes the catastrophic events experienced by Flaubert and Sand, and the fight over their meaning afterward, and as well a story about Flaubert, Sand, politics, and the novel. When Flaubert claims the force of his novel as predictive of events that unfolded shortly after its publication, he summons us to think about how the novel as genre can shape our understanding of events. Sentimental Education is, among other things, a meditation on the role of human agency in the making of history, and it touches on all the political ideologies and commitments of his time. Above all, it seems to be a reflection on the capacity of human action to inflect event. What can we who live in the midst of unfolding history do about it? How do we even go about cutting through the fog of event and the cacophony of competing voices to understand it?


Flaubert has most often been thought of as a dropout from public affairs who largely embodies conservative bourgeois political ideology despite a lifetime spent skewering the bourgeoisie. Some of his most clear-sighted critics have argued otherwise. In particular, Edmund Wilson, in his essay “Flaubert’s Politics” in The Triple Thinkers (first published in 1938, then revised in 1948), sees Flaubert as a judicious figure who understands better than most the political stakes of his time and of the future. Contrasting Flaubert to some other writers of his time, Wilson concluded that “really Flaubert owed his superiority to… his contemporaries… to the seriousness of his concerns with the large question of human destiny.” Much more recently, the biography of Flaubert by the French historian Michel Winock argues in its turn that Flaubert’s political views evolved greatly in response to the Terrible Year, making this mandarin who expressed contempt for the plebes eventually turn into a republican. That is an important line in my story: how Flaubert the social and political conservative became a republican who feared the threatened restoration of a monarchy in France (it nearly did happen), and who came to understand that the French could live together without slaughtering one another only in a republic. Undoubtedly Sand helped him in this political conversion: if, like him, she deplored the Commune, it was because she saw the Commune as being opposed to the legitimate republican government, however much the latter deserved censure. She remained always faithful to a generous dream of humanitarian reconciliation, with class warfare submerged in a new harmony that would offer the best to human aspiration.


Flaubert’s political evolution is closely tied to his writing, but not in any simple way. Sentimental Education offers a version of political and social event with which he will continue to dialogue: his very last, unfinished novel, Bouvard et Pécuchet (Bouvard and Pécuchet) published only after his death, returns to the Revolution of 1848 that stands at the center of Sentimental Education and gives quite a different version of it. His scenarios for an unfinished novel on the era of the Second Empire, Sous Napoléon III (Under Napoleon III), also seem to take an unexpected political stance. The novel for Flaubert is an instrument of testing and discovery. Like history itself, it is never static. The incapacity to move, to change one’s mind, and to entertain new possibilities is what the bourgeois are all about, and by the time of Flaubert’s last work, he is seeking new ways around the bourgeoisie, using the language that its members think they own in order to unseat them.


Flaubert and Sand were not so much participants in the events of the Terrible Year as impassioned observers and commentators, writers who believed in the power of the word to explain, clarify, critique. They saw that the fate of their nation, perhaps even the future of humanity, was at stake, and that by the same token their own writing was tied to politics in ways they had not foreseen. Their anguished reactions to unfolding events returned again and again to the place that should be given to intelligence and analysis within politics and national culture. If one had to submit to historical events beyond one’s control, there was nonetheless the need to recount them and try to understand them. Writing, if exact and honest, could change lives, maybe inflect the course of history. But it needed readers of intelligence and good faith, and where were they to be found?


So most of all I offer a book about politics and the novel. Not politics in any trivial sense, but rather the making of enormously important historical events. And not the novel as a simple mirror of political events or political ideologies, but something much more complex. The novel is in dialogue with political event, attempting to incorporate it, understand it, tell its meaning. The novel itself becomes part of history, read by—so often misunderstood by—one’s contemporaries. It participates in a struggle to say who shall write the history of contemporary France. And beyond that, it is part of a longer history, a period that starts with the first French Revolution and the struggle to say to whom France belongs. That’s what the historiography of modern France that is so important in Flaubert’s time is ultimately about, and so is Flaubert’s fictional writing. This novelist who is so often seen as a detached aesthete—and often wants to see himself that way—becomes a political participant through his work.


So “politics and the novel” here is not a concept that will yield a simple meaning. I look on it as an invitation, to myself and to the reader, to take seriously Flaubert’s astonishing claim that an understanding of the novel that he published in November 1869 would, if properly understood, have prevented the events of 1870 and 1871. How can a novel teach a nation to avoid war, civil war, and self-immolation?













– chapter one –



From Emma Bovary to the Terrible Year


MADAME BOVARY WAS THE WORK OF A MAN IN HIS MID-thirties who up until then had published absolutely nothing. It brought him instant fame and opened before him the doors of Parisian literary life. The novel was published in 1856 as installments in the Revue de Paris, where his friend Maxime Du Camp held an editorial position—with passages censored, to Flaubert’s total disgust. It would appear in two volumes in the spring of 1857, but before that, in January 1857, Flaubert faced the indignity of indictment and a trial for outrage to public morality. That trial became a legendary confrontation between a prurient-minded state censor and an eloquent defender of authorial freedom contending for the right to purvey moral lessons through the most brutal demonstrations of bad behavior and its consequences. Neither the imperial prosecutor, Ernest Pinard, nor the defense counsel, Jules Sénard, supported the artist’s freedom to write as he chose or to defend his choices on purely aesthetic grounds. The arguments were all about morality. Pinard tended to cite passage after passage from Madame Bovary to illustrate its patent offensiveness to good bourgeois morality: its seeming claim that Emma Bovary is made more beautiful by adultery, that her turn to religious devotion is another barely disguised episode of sensuality, and perhaps most offensive of all, the author’s apparent assertion that in adultery Emma discovers “all the platitudes of marriage.” In sum, the novel was a manual of sinning for bored wives. Sénard, after establishing Flaubert’s impeccable bourgeois origins and social standing, tried to demonstrate that vice is suitably punished throughout the novel. The court, in acquitting Flaubert, gave him a sermon about what is permissible in the novel. Total realism, said the judges, would be revolting and immoral.


So a classic was born under a dubious cloud of excessive “realism,” a term Flaubert detested, though he had to grow used to the idea that he was the author of the most famous of all realist novels. And of course it profited from the publicity of prosecution. Flaubert turned with relief to his next project, a novel set in ancient Carthage, Salammbô. As critics have always noted, this was a novel written very much from the library, and from the painstaking research Flaubert undertook to make real a forgotten world of antiquity. It involved as well a trip to North Africa to contemplate the scant ruins of Carthage and study the sights and colors of contemporary Tunisia, on its way to becoming a French colony. Published in 1862, Salammbô sold decently, but with only modest critical success. Flaubert jousted successfully with critics: when the archaeologist Wilhelm Froehner called into question the authenticity of his reconstruction of Carthage, and the critic C. A. Sainte-Beuve doubted its novelistic effect, the novelist at least could cite his sources in extenso. The novel has had its admirers; in some ways it’s a remarkable epic reconstruction of a lost world, and certainly it’s the most operatic of Flaubert’s creations. (It would later be adapted as an opera.) Its sonorous prose at times seems matched to a proto-western, here with battles of elephants and colossal destruction, and a somewhat perverse sexual underplot. To many readers it appears at once spectacular and inert, like a cinematic epic that moves at too stately a pace.


As he began work on his most ambitious novel, Sentimental Education, Flaubert, born in 1821, was in his early forties. He was tall, overtopping most of his friends, and fair, very much a Norman, and referred to by some of his acquaintances as a Viking. But his athletic figure was somewhat undermined by his health: early in life, he had had seizures that may or may not have been epilepsy; then he had syphilis as a young man, which was treated with mercury, as was the custom of the time, and suffered the loss of hair and teeth. Still, he was an imposing figure. Born into upper bourgeois affluence, he had never faced the question of working (or even writing) for a living—and he wouldn’t until, near the end of his life, he chose to bail the husband of his adored niece Caroline Commanville out of bankruptcy. Flaubert’s father, a famous doctor and the head of the hospital in Rouen, in Normandy, had sent him to Paris to study law (his elder brother Achille would directly inherit the paternal mantle and become a surgeon), but after abandoning that path, and after a trip in his late twenties with Maxime Du Camp to the Near East (which sometimes reads as a journey from one brothel to another), Flaubert settled in the commodious house that his father had bought in Croisset, on the banks of the River Seine just outside of Rouen. He lived there with his mother (his father died in 1846) as a self-declared monk in the service of art.


Much has been made of his hermit-like life; some of his friends urged him to circulate more and to marry. To analyze his choice of solitude—which he also repeatedly lamented—may not be profitable: he said himself that he had no idea why he chose such a monastic life; it’s just the way things happened. He evidently loved the security of his nest in Croisset. His seizures, which became infrequent as the years passed, authenticated opting out of any profession other than letters. For many years he lived with his aged mother, and on her death he surmised that she was the person he had loved best in his life. His monasticism did not mean celibacy. There were a number of affairs, including the long and stormy liaison with Louise Colet, a woman of letters, ten years older than he; briefer relationships with actresses Béatrix Person and Suzanne Lagier; and, in the world of Second Empire courtesans, with such as Jeanne de Tourbey and Apollonie Sabatier, La Présidente beloved of Charles Baudelaire. Following the success of Madame Bovary, he took a pied-à-terre in Paris, where for weeks during the winter he pursued his social life with the cultural elite (he was at home to them regularly on Sunday afternoons) and carried forward his erotic adventures. And then there was the woman who was possibly the tenderest of his loves, Juliet Herbert, who came to Croisset first as English governess to his niece Caroline, the daughter of his beloved sister, also Caroline, who had always shared his literary and artistic interests, but who died in the aftermath of childbirth, not long after their father’s death. Juliet undertook an English translation of Madame Bovary (never published, and lost) at the author’s side, and kept trysts with him almost until his death. But it is clear that Flaubert held most of his women at a distance, writing dozens of letters about why they could not live together or even meet frequently. His greater investment seems to have been in friendship: many testified to his warmth and loyalty. With those he knew, he was open, frank, funny, and vulnerable. And, as George Sand would repeatedly tell him, for all his misanthropic ranting he was a deeply good person.


Flaubert was dedicated to the vocation that he often felt as torture, and Croisset remained his preferred residence, retreat, and workplace. As soon as Salammbô was published, he turned to his next project. This endeavor would return him to the real and contemporary world. Not, this time, the provincial Norman towns—Tostes, Yonville-l’Abbaye—where Emma suffers her imprisoned existence, but largely the Paris he knew as a youth. As he put it early on in a process of composition that was going to take him nearly seven years, he wanted to write “the moral history of the men of my generation.” He corrected himself to say that “sentimental” would be more accurate than “moral.” The word moral that he used at first embraces in French more than its English equivalent: it means as well the psychological, the ethos of existence, one might say. The sentimentale of the final title of the book is hard to duplicate in English. L’education sentimentale means “an education in the sentiments,” an education in the things they don’t teach in schools: in love, and in friendship, betrayal, and so forth.


The novel was to take a very ordinary hero from young manhood—we first see Frédéric Moreau on a riverboat taking him back home to Nogent for summer vacation between a visit to his rich uncle in Le Havre and the start of his law studies in Paris—through to maturity, with a brief glimpse at old age. And in the process, this novel, which begins very precisely on November 15, 1840 (the date is included in the first line of the book), will take in the experience of Frédéric and his generation of the Revolution of 1848—the great year of European revolutions (and of the Communist Manifesto). In France those events led first to a republic, with the poet Alphonse de Lamartine as its chief executive, and to a number of very progressive reforms, but then also to a revolt by unemployed and starving workers, who were brutally suppressed in the June Days of that year, and then to the first presidential election by universal (male) suffrage, which saw the victory of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte—followed by his coup d’état against the parliamentary regime in December 1851, and, a year later, his coronation as Emperor Napoleon III.


The Second Empire that spanned most of Flaubert’s most productive writing years, from the composition of Madame Bovary through the publication of Sentimental Education, was a time of industrial expansion, capitalist investment, and the creation of great wealth for the upper bourgeoisie, but it also saw the making of an industrial proletariat and an urban underclass. It was under Napoleon III that Paris as we still know it largely emerged, from a vast urban renewal undertaken by the emperor’s lieutenant, the Baron Haussmann, who, as préfet of the Department of the Seine, had nearly unlimited powers to remake the city and its infrastructure. Much has been written both for and against Haussmann’s transformations, carried out high-handedly and with much financial and political corruption. Certainly he opened up a city that was in many of its quarters still medieval, impacted, and unsanitary. He made it possible to move in Paris, and across Paris, in the process creating the conditions for the great department stores, such as Le Bon Marché and Printemps, that drew shoppers from all over the city and sent delivery vans seemingly everywhere. As a result of his work, you could circulate in Paris, and you could see it in a way that captured the attention of painters (and photographers), who made of 1860s and 1870s Paris one of the great moments in the history of art. The railroad network was growing fast, making it easy for Edouard Manet, Claude Monet, Gustave Caillebotte, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, and others to work in the suburbs along the Seine. Paris was becoming the city of light, la ville lumière, and indeed, electric light would soon show up in paintings, giving them a new frosty illumination. It was the time when la vie parisienne was becoming a magnet throughout Europe, bringing—as in Jacques Offenbach’s operetta entitled La Vie parisienne—the affluent from all over the world to enjoy its pleasures. It was a sexualized city as well, as Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec and Edgar Degas suggest in their differing ways, one coded as both feminine and welcoming (if you had the means, and if you weren’t among those exploited for the pleasure of others). The new Paris also displaced its working class to the peripheral quarters.


The greatest self-representation of the Second Empire may have come in 1867, with the Exposition Universelle, which from April to October attracted some 6 million visitors, including a large sampling of royalty from around the globe. A vast oval building, glass and cast iron, was constructed in record time on the Champ de Mars, first leveled of its hill. Around it stood the various national pavilions in some simulacrum of their native styles. At its heart was the Hall of Work, providing a history of technology from the Neanderthal forward. In the Hall of Industry, designed by the young engineer Gustave Eiffel, were steam engines, turbines, the new elevator with a safety brake invented by Charles and Norton Otis—every imaginable machine to make life comfortable, it seemed. At night the Hall of Industry shimmered like a monstrous jewel. Flaubert visited it three times, once with the Princess Mathilde. It was thanks to her also that he was present at the grandest ball of the season, held in honor of the Russian emperor, Alexander II, on June 10 at the Tuileries Palace, which he had last visited in February 1848, when the revolutionary populace was sacking it. Now the garden paths were illuminated by lines of porcelain lanterns that glowed like “big, brilliant pearls.” The women passed through rows of potted orange trees in dresses with long trains, fully décolleté. It all was gorgeous and artificial, “colossal” and “crazed,” he told Sand on June 12. “The fountains change color every minute—from time to time a ray of electric light races across the ground.” It was a great magnificence, and a fragile one, as the year 1870 would prove. The Empire erected so lavishly, seemingly so well-supported by industrial wealth and commerce, including the contributions of the French colonies, would collapse in an instant.


Flaubert had little use for the Second Empire, which he accurately saw as run by corrupt, rapacious, and philistine entrepreneurs and speculators, but he accepted it as the imposition of order on a fractious nation. He claimed to detest despotism and all dogmatism and to be a “ferocious liberal”—which meant rejecting authoritarian socialism as well. But he generally prospered under the Empire. In particular, he became a prized member of the salon of the Princess Mathilde. She was cousin to Emperor Napoleon III—and once, when they were younger, proposed to be his wife—and with his ascension to grandeur, she became the quasi-official center of literary and artistic cultural life from her palace on the rue de Courcelles and her country house in Saint-Gratien, a few kilometers outside of Paris. Mathilde, on best of terms with the emperor, was by now the estranged wife of an immensely rich Russian, Count Anatoly Demidov, and mistress to Emile de Nieuwerkerke, director of fine arts for the Empire. She was also an amateur painter and would-be intellectual who had formed a close friendship with the dominant literary critic and journalist of the day, Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve, who prepared a curriculum of study for her. He came to dominate her Wednesday evening gatherings, which included much literary and artistic talent, such as the sculptor Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux; composers Charles Gounod and Camille Saint-Saens; the architect Eugène Viollet-le-Duc; and writers Maxime Du Camp, Prosper Mérimée, Alexandre Dumas (père), and Edmond and Jules de Goncourt. Another one of the regulars was the Prince Jérôme Napoléon, known as Plon-Plon, a declared progressive who was often at odds with the conservative Empress Eugénie and who became a good friend to Flaubert. Mathilde, who was both imperious (a bit of a spoiled child, Flaubert would later call her) and marginally bohemian, reveled in the attention of her clan, and in return she saw to it that they received appropriate awards: Flaubert would receive his own red ribbon of the Legion of Honor in 1866, demonstrating that his reputation had recovered from the trial for immorality just nine years earlier.


Flaubert responded to Mathilde’s attentions—his letters to her can seem to us today a bit too toadying—and appears to have reached her inner circle. He was invited to at least one of the series of grand long weekends at the Château de Compiègne, where the emperor and Empress Eugénie entertained. Especially elegant was the fête de l’Impératrice, which Flaubert attended. It included a dress ball with charades and card games; a shoot the next day followed by a theatrical performance; on the third day an excursion to the nearby Château de Pierrefonds—a medieval castle that had recently been restored in somewhat Disney World–style by Viollet-le-Duc—then riding to the hounds. And so on. Flaubert’s reaction is mainly recorded in a letter written from room 85 on the second floor of the Château de Compiègne to his friend Jules Duplan with precise orders to go to the florist Madame Prévost in Paris and order a bouquet of white camellias (“I insist that it be ultra-chic”) to be delivered on Monday morning, so that he could present it to the Empress that evening.


This was heady stuff for the provincial bourgeois Flaubert—and yet he maintained his independence. When he was well into his work on Sentimental Education, he refused some of Mathilde’s blandishments. His devotion to writing mattered above all. And according to Du Camp, once when someone in the circle around the Empress spoke disparagingly of Victor Hugo—now a political exile on the isle of Guernsey, who had criticized the emperor in Napoléon le Petit (Napoleon the Little) and the poems of Les Châtiments (Punishments)—Flaubert called his polemical political poems “magnificent” and offered to recite them from memory. That, of course, would have created a scandal. The more he studied the political history of his time, as preparation for his novel, the more he came to pass judgment on the men of the Empire who had snuffed out the fledgling republic and instituted a regime of hollow grandeur and gangland political manipulation.


Here one would like to be able to describe the novel Flaubert later planned to write about this time of his life, Sous Napoléon III, but it exists only in fragmentary outline, in notes written between 1874 and 1880. It appears to have been structured around three couples, at least one of them with explicitly political concerns. The notes depict the Second Empire, accurately, as a time of pleasures and fundamental corruption. The political figure among the principal actors is someone who refuses to swear allegiance to the Empire after the coup d’état, and ends up as a member of the Commune insurgency in 1871, while also in love with a conservative Catholic woman. All of this suggests a tantalizingly political Flaubert, but the sketchy notes do not allow us to say much more.


Another center of Flaubert’s Parisian life during the Empire was the ritual Monday dinner at the Restaurant Magny, a tradition launched by Sainte-Beuve that brought together, among others, the Goncourt brothers, Jules and Edmond, who wrote their novels collaboratively; historian and philosopher Ernest Renan; historian and literary critic Hippolyte Taine; and poet and apostle of “art for art’s sake” Théophile Gautier. Speech was free, often polemical, with shouting matches about the worth of various writers past and present, tales of sexual experience, and much drinking. (Years later, Edmond de Goncourt, estimating the degrees of dirty-mindedness among his companions, concluded that Flaubert was only a “pretend swine,” in fact a sentimentalist.)


Among the others who joined the dinner there was, on February 28, 1863, Ivan Turgenev, with whom Flaubert immediately bonded. He sent Flaubert three of his books the next day, and Flaubert responded two weeks later with great enthusiasm. The two would become fast friends and readers for one another’s work until the end, though always lamenting that they saw each other so little. Turgenev lived in Paris in a famous ménage à trois with the singer and actress Pauline Viardot, the love of his life, and Pauline’s husband; he made visits every year to his estates in Russia, from which he was officially a political exile ever since publishing The Huntsman’s Diary, one of the books he sent to Flaubert, and also frequent visits to the baths at Baden-Baden for his gout. Flaubert’s time in Paris was always limited, and so he was ever summoning Turgenev to join him in Croisset (which did happen on occasion). Turgenev’s fictional representations of life seem to give a larger place to tenderness, even to spirituality, than Flaubert’s, and it is interesting to note that Flaubert responded to them with complete admiration. It was on February 12, 1866, that George Sand attended her first Magny dinner, where she met Flaubert—not quite for the first time, but the earlier crossings of their paths had been brief—to become, along with Turgenev, the other truly lifelong friend and absolute confidante. The attraction was immediate. If she was no longer considered beautiful, Sand still had much allure. Flaubert, though balding and suffering from all sorts of ailments, was a tall, impressive, handsome man—the Viking still, who liked to swim in the Seine. Sand would visit Croisset twice in the summer and fall of 1866. She and Flaubert found a way to become the fastest of friends without becoming lovers.


She was seventeen years his senior, and the famous veteran of well-publicized loves with Jules Sandeau, Alfred de Musset, Frédéric Chopin, and others, but by the time she met Flaubert she had declared herself no longer to be a woman, in fact thinking it would be better henceforth to live as a man. But she also lived, when at home in Nohant—in the Berry, south of the Loire Valley—very much as mother and grandmother, presiding over a clan that centered on her son Maurice and his family, and all the creative entertainments they managed in their country house, including the famous puppet theater created by Maurice, for which they all wrote scripts and made costumes. The friendship between Sand and Flaubert is in itself a curious phenomenon that would deserve deeper analysis, could one provide it. He didn’t really admire her writing—it was too prolix and sentimental for his taste, though he claimed in a letter of 1866 to have reread her Consuelo, and declared himself charmed by it (she expressed surprise at this). She remained, in his view, too much affected by the Romantic generation from which Flaubert sought to escape: the Romantics, he believed, inculcated an unsatisfiable longing and falsified reality. Nor did he really share her feminist commitments—his own relations with his lovers show him as passably blind to the needs of his partner—or her politics. He found her socialism tedious, though he respected her allegiance to the Revolution of 1848 in its first democratic and liberal phase, and understood her loyalty to the inveterate revolutionary Armand Barbès—who spent most of his life in prison or in political exile. With Barbès, in fact, thanks to Sand’s mediation, he entered into correspondence regarding the horrible treatment of political prisoners following the suppression of the workers’ uprising in June 1848. It’s not clear that Sand really admired Flaubert’s writing that much, either. She did write a warmly favorable review of Salammbô, in which she recognized the beauty of the author’s spending years in deep study of a difficult subject, and Flaubert responded warmly to her praise, asking her to send him her portrait. She would also react against the negative press for Sentimental Education with a kind review of her own. But his writing always seemed too cool and impersonal to her. She wanted to see more of his soul in his writing, an idea to which he reacted with horror. The writer, as he had long ago declared, must in his work be like God in his creation, present everywhere but nowhere visible.


What, then, did draw these two together—to the extent that Flaubert would announce that she was the only person to whom he could confide everything, and she would describe their exchanges as lovers’ caresses? I think it has something to do with their investment of eros in their correspondence and dialogue, without any thought that it might be of the flesh. Flaubert, despite his many friendships, was a lonely man, and Sand, for all her large and complex family to manage, had exhausted passionate sexual relationships with men and needed something else. Their correspondence (often recognized to be one of the greatest preserved for us) gives a sense of the intimacy of lovers who know they can’t be together, or perhaps of siblings bound by an unspoken eros. Chère Maître (Dear Master), he addresses her, attaching a feminine adjective to the masculine noun that one traditionally used to indicate homage to an intellectual or artistic mentor. To Sand, he is Cher Vieux (Dear Old Friend), Cher Ami de mon coeur (Dear friend of my heart), then Cher vieux troubadour (Dear old troubadour). Flaubert often signs himself as “Troubadour,” singer of tales and of love from afar, though he at times takes on the pose of the “Reverend Father Cruchard, Jesuit priest and confessor.” There are many playful poses in the correspondence: Flaubert enjoyed mimicry and parody, and she was a good audience for it. He always addressed her as vous, whereas she treated him to the intimate tu. That can be explained by their difference in age, though it could perhaps also signal some protocol on his part to keep their intimacy formal, as it were.


As Flaubert moved more and more intensely into the composition of Sentimental Education, his letters to a number of correspondents became calls for research assistance. It is striking how obsessed he was with detail and accuracy. Madame Bovary, too, is a novel of detail: we know Emma and her world through the accumulation of small facts and things singled out for attention. We never get an overall view of Emma or her beauty: we are told of her polished fingernails and velvety eyelashes, her fashionable foot and boots, and her petticoats, as if she were the object of the fetishist’s gaze. Flaubert’s imagination is relentlessly visual and specific. For Sentimental Education, the details had to be accurate not only as to place but as to time—they needed historical precision and verifiability. As was the case for all his novels, he consulted a number of sources, including newspapers from 1848, memoirs, and histories, one of them the famous Histoire de la Révolution de 1848 (History of the Revolution of 1848), signed “Daniel Stern,” penname of the Countess Marie d’Agoult, who had fled her aristocratic milieu for a long liaison with Franz Liszt. He also referred to the indispensable Du Camp’s Souvenirs de l’année 1848 (Memories of the year 1848). His trips to Paris became itineraries of visits to sites for the novel: Nogent, the Valley of Montmorency, funeral homes, Père Lachaise Cemetery, boutiques of religious wares, a birthing clinic for unwed mothers. He learned about techniques for making and glazing pottery and visited a factory near Paris for one of his episodes. He went to a public auction for another. He made many notes. In addition to his own recollections of a time he had lived through, for this novel he especially called upon friends for their knowledge of the historically apt detail.


The examples accumulate. When composing the scene of the duel between Frédéric Moreau, the novel’s protagonist, and the Baron de Cisy, he wrote in 1867 to Paul de Saint-Victor asking in what part of the Bois de Boulogne such encounters took place in 1847—it had to be near enough to a road for the duelists to see a carriage arrive (Jacques Arnoux will be in it), to interrupt them. In 1868, he was working on the moment where the cocotte Rosanette, on an escapade to Fontainebleau with Frédéric, becomes confessional about her childhood and her sale as an adolescent, by her mother, to a gross old man. Rosanette comes from Lyon, the center of silk weaving, and Flaubert demanded of Jules Duplan information on the life of the silk weavers, the canuts, among the most exploited and alienated of the urban working classes:


I need details about the homes of such people.




1. Describe for me, in a few lines, the living quarters of Lyon workers.


2. The canuts (as I believe the silk weavers are called) work in very low-ceilinged rooms, don’t they?


3. In their own houses?


4. Do their children work too?


I find the following in my notes: the weaver working at a Jacquemard loom is continually struck in the stomach by the shaft of the roller on which the cloth is being wound as it is completed.


5. Is it the roller itself that strikes him? Make this sentence clearer.


In short, I want to write a four-line description of a working-class domestic scene, to contrast with another interior that comes later—the luxurious establishment in which our heroine is deflowered.





No wonder the composition of the novel took so many years: if a four-line description requires this kind of background documentation, progress can’t be rapid. Details need to be backed up by evidence that will be left on the cutting-room floor.


Another striking instance came a few days later: Flaubert had written a scene where Frédéric returns from Fontainebleau to Paris by train to visit the bedside of his friend Dussardier, who has been wounded during the insurrection of June, only to discover in a guidebook that in 1848 there was no train link between Fontainebleau and Paris. The train line from Paris at that time reached only as far as Corbeil—but how then did you get from Fontainebleau to Corbeil? He threw this and a number of other questions at Duplan—leaving a blank in his text, to be filled in when the needed information arrived. Then there was the problem of Frédéric’s movements once he had reached Paris: on October 27, Flaubert wrote to Ernest Feydeau (writer, father of the playwright Georges Feydeau) asking him where the headquarters of the National Guard stood in 1848, and whether on the night of June 25 it was the National Guard or the army infantry that was occupying the Left Bank. Again, he left a blank in the text to be filled in when the necessary information arrived. Maxime Du Camp provided an account of his own experiences in Paris during the June Days, including a number of striking details that would make their way directly into the novel.


One gets the impression of a kind of pointilliste technique, in anticipation of Georges Seurat. Even though Flaubert knew perfectly well where his novel was headed, and what its overall plot was going to be, the details accumulating along the way were of such importance that a number of blanks needed to be left for later filling-in. We will see Flaubert during the Terrible Year complaining to George Sand about his contemporaries’ lack of devotion to “science,” that is, to the scientific study of society, government, economics, and history. In order to write the moral history of his generation, Flaubert convinced himself of the need for a quasi-scientific attention to realist detail. Literature must not argue or teach but expose. He had to get things absolutely right in a kind of mania for the precise and perceptible detail. This technique is striking throughout Sentimental Education, sometimes to the point of seeming to slow the action to a very deliberate pace, sometimes also producing a kind of hallucinatory visual effect. Flaubert indeed had an interesting exchange of letters on hallucinations in 1866 with Hippolyte Taine, who was composing his book De l’Intelligence (On Intelligence): Flaubert found hallucinations “as true as the objective reality of things.” When describing a room, “I see all the furniture (including the stains on it),” he wrote. Frédéric will often experience crucial moments of both experience and reality as hallucinatory, as hyperreal. It’s as if Flaubert’s attempt to deal with the things of the real world led him beyond realism, even beyond impressionism, to the elements of a nearly surreal re-creation of sights and sensations.


The Revolution of 1848 and its aftermath were from the outset conceived to be what this novel, which began on September 15, 1840, was working toward. Flaubert had himself been eyewitness to the start of that revolution as a young man: in company with his close friends Maxime Du Camp and Louis Bouilhet, he had seen the first bodies, victims of the fusillade of the Boulevard des Capucines, wheeled through Paris on a cart during the night of February 23, and then, with Du Camp, the sacking of the Tuileries Palace. Back in Croisset to finish the first version of La Tentation de Saint-Antoine (The Temptation of Saint Anthony, pronounced a failure by his friends), he had watched the sequel from afar. (The unfolding of the revolution in the provinces gets an account in the later unfinished novel Bouvard and Pécuchet.) He was again in Paris at the moment of Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s coup d’état in December 1851. Between revolution and reaction, he was off on his grand trip to Egypt and the Middle East with Du Camp. The coming of a new empire, on the first anniversary of the coup d’état, seemed to him, so far as we can judge, an inevitable outcome. Though he had attended one of the prerevolutionary reform banquets in Rouen, and he admired Victor Hugo, who had gone into exile following the coup d’état of 1851 and had become the symbol of resistance to the Empire, he was not (yet) a republican. He became the intermediary in delivering correspondence from Hugo (code-named “the crocodile”) on the isle of Guernsey to a host of recipients via the poet Louise Colet, Flaubert’s mistress in the 1840s and early 1850s: to evade political censorship at the border, Hugo sent his letters in a packet to Mrs. Jane Farmer, former tutor to Flaubert’s sister Caroline, in England, who then sent them on to Flaubert. Flaubert took out whatever was addressed to him and sent the rest on to Louise, who extracted her own letter before distributing the others to their addressees. Return letters made the same journey. The hand of Second Empire censorship was heavy indeed. Flaubert did not hesitate to be in private opposition.


The Revolution of 1848 in the novel furnishes the dramatic moment of climax, pathos, and reversal, a great historical cataclysm. Frédéric and most of the other characters will prove inadequate to this moment, a moment at which history itself, paradoxically, seems to stumble and fail. Writing these chapters entailed gathering the oral testimony of witnesses such as Sand, Duplan, Ernest Feydeau, Du Camp, and Maurice Schlesinger, in addition to vast reading: not only histories and memoirs but also the works of the socialists, utopians, and other political thinkers whose ideas were influential before and during the revolution. “I have just swallowed Lammenais, Saint-Simon, and Fourier, and I am now going over all of Proudhon,” Flaubert wrote to Edma Roger des Genettes, sometime mistress of his friend Louis Bouilhet, and one of Flaubert’s favorite correspondents, not long after he had begun work on the novel. He found in all of those authors a “hatred of liberty, of the French Revolution, of philosophy.” There was a strange current of religiosity in the socialist thinkers—Henri de Saint-Simon’s real master was the arch-reactionary monarchist and Catholic Joseph de Maistre, and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Louis Blanc owed much to the liberal Catholicism of Félicité Lammenais. They didn’t succeed in 1848 because people instinctively understood that at the core of all social utopias lay “tyranny, anti-nature, the death of the soul.” To George Sand four years later Flaubert wrote, “All the Christianity I find in Socialism appalls me!”


Sand became alarmed when he told her his novel would not please “the patriots,” by which he meant those who had engaged themselves in the revolution. He then assured her that the “Reactionaries” would be even less well treated, “since they seem to me more criminal.” He would have occasion to repeat this judgment more than once as the events of 1870–1871 unfolded. The socialists and radicals of 1848 made the mistake of thinking they could enroll humankind in a system—they were at heart religious believers—and to them Flaubert opposed the critical spirit of Voltaire and of the first, liberal stage of the French Revolution. He was viscerally a libertarian, opposed to Jacobin as well as imperial authoritarianism. But whatever the errors and misguided beliefs of those forming the whole spectrum of republicanism and socialism that came to the fore in 1848, there was no excuse for the reaction that followed, which was monstrous, repressive, and inhuman. As a line in Sentimental Education summing up the reaction following the workers’ revolt of the June Days has it, “intelligent men were made idiots for their whole life.” That was the real crime of the history of his time for Flaubert—the victory of idiocy over intelligence. There was plenty more of that to come.


He and Sand found a point of common political ground in their disgust at Adolphe Thiers, whose long political career continued, with interruptions, throughout their lifetimes. Thiers had been in and out of government under Louis Philippe in the 1830s, had incurred the wrath of labor and the Left in his savage repression of the revolt of the Lyon silk workers, had emerged as a leader of conservative republicans under the Empire, and would return to power in 1871 as the chief executive of the provisional government charged with making peace with the Prussians. A short, pugnacious man (Marx called him a “monstrous gnome”), he then put down the Paris Commune with spectacular bloodshed and went on to lead the fledgling Third Republic. He had also written a popular history of the French Revolution. Flaubert decided to work Thiers’s book in defense of property rights, De la propriété (The Rights of Property), into his account of the reaction to the June Days in his novel, where he sees property becoming the ultimate bourgeois idol and fetish. It was a speech of Thiers’s against Italian unification that set him off in a letter to Sand in December 1867: “Can one find a more triumphant imbecile, a more abject pustule, a more turdlike bourgeois! No! nothing can give you the idea of the vomiting that this old diplomatic melon inspires in me, rounding off his stupidity on the dungheap of the Bourgeoisie! Is it possible to treat with such naïve and inept nonchalance philosophy, religion, peoples, freedom, the past and the present, history and natural history, everything! And more! He strikes me as eternal like Mediocrity itself! He crushes me.”


Sand rose to the challenge, replying, “Finally! Someone who thinks like me in the matter of this political boor. It could only have been you, friend of my heart. Turdlike is the sublime word to characterize this kind of shitshape growth.” She goes on to say that she has friends who admire all politicians in the opposition, for whom Thiers, this “clown without an idea,” is a God. She encourages Flaubert to “dissect” him in his novel, although she fears he will be gone and forgotten by the time the novel is published. “Such men leave nothing after them,” she wrote. She and Flaubert were to learn how wrong this prediction was.


On the last day of 1868, Flaubert wrote to Madame Aupick, mother of the poet Charles Baudelaire, who had died the year before, thanking her for sending him the new edition of Les Fleurs du mal (The Flowers of Evil). This edition had been augmented by several poems not published in the first edition of 1857, though it still lacked those that had sent Baudelaire before the criminal court, with less happy results than in Flaubert’s case: Baudelaire was found guilty and fined, and six of his poems were banned. Flaubert had always appreciated Baudelaire’s poetry, and as well the warm review of Madame Bovary the poet had written. Then, on January 1, 1869, Flaubert and Sand each wrote to the other with wishes for the New Year. Flaubert’s letter was the longer one. He responded to Sand’s doubts about the wisdom of his cloistered life, saying he could not accommodate both the Muse and Woman: “One has to choose. My choice was made long ago. There remains the question of the senses. Mine have always been my servants. Even in the days of my greenest youth I did with them exactly as I pleased. I am now almost fifty, and their ardor is the least of my worries. This regimen is not very merry, I agree. There are moments of emptiness, of hideous boredom. But these grow rarer as one grows older. To be truthful, living strikes me as a trade I wasn’t cut out for! And yet!”


Flaubert’s senses as his servants would bear commentary. It’s true that he avoided any lasting commitments to women. His major relationship, with Louise Colet (to which we owe his exceptional letters during the composition of Madame Bovary), always left her demanding more, and despite his declarations of passion he was always postponing their meetings. Later on, he arranged erotic rendezvous of one sort or another, especially when in Paris, to make up for his monastic life; he also seems to have masturbated frequently while working at his books. But his comment on the difficulty of living might need even more reflection: if he wasn’t cut out for living, then how could he create novelistic life? That’s in fact an engaging problem that his correspondence with Sand will explore further.


Flaubert succeeded in finishing his novel by early May 1869. But 1869 turned out to be a year of grief. It brought the death of Louis Bouilhet, his oldest friend, in July, and then that of Sainte-Beuve in October. The heart and soul of Princess Mathilde’s circle, Sainte-Beuve had recently had a falling-out with her: when Le Moniteur Universel, the newspaper that conveyed governmental views, wanted to censor an article that contained an unfavorable reference to the bishop of Montpellier, the critic had taken his pen to the opposition paper, Le Temps, infuriating Mathilde, who had obtained for him a seat as senator, with an annual stipend of 30,000 francs. That, according to Mathilde, should have bought his services outright. Flaubert tried to serve as mediator, but he found both parties to blame. He was especially shocked when Sainte-Beuve, to protest his good faith, expressed praise for Napoleon III. That, despite Flaubert’s acceptance at the imperial court, was too much. He never wavered in holding a view of Napoleon III similar to Karl Marx’s.


Flaubert had benefited from a favorable review of Madame Bovary by this major tastemaker of the Second Empire, but he did not really approve of Sainte-Beuve’s kind of literary criticism, which focused on the personalities and biographies of authors. He thought Saint-Beuve neglected pure criticism—neglected “the unconscious poetics”—“la poétique insciente”—that brought a work of art into being, its composition, its style, its author’s point of view. While Sand believed that literary criticism was reaching its dead end, Flaubert believed it was just beginning. He felt as he grew older that he’d like to be a literary critic himself, to teach a true discrimination of excellence, a view of art from the point of view of the artist. Yet Sainte-Beuve, who had reigned as “official” literary critic for half a century, was nonetheless a man of great erudition with a complete devotion to literature. “Another gone,” Flaubert wrote to Maxime Du Camp. “The little band diminishes! One by one the rare castaways of the raft of the Méduse disappear. With whom can one talk of literature now? He loved it. And although he wasn’t precisely a friend, his death grieves me profoundly.”


On May 6, after a final marathon of writing that lasted from 8 a.m. Saturday until 5 a.m. Sunday, Flaubert announced that Sentimental Education was finished. But Bouilhet had been supposed to serve as the first reader of the manuscript, the one who would offer helpful suggestions for final edits, the man who had always been Flaubert’s spiritual coauthor, and he was no more. Flaubert accepted Maxime Du Camp’s offer to take Bouilhet’s place—he was especially concerned that his book be punctiliously correct on points of grammar and usage. Flaubert’s relation to the French language is idiosyncratic; it has been suggested that he suffered from early dyslexia, which may or may not be true, but one does sense something labored and strenuous in his writing, a conquest of the beauty for which it is reputed. Du Camp had 251 stylistic, grammatical, and syntactical comments. Flaubert accepted about two-thirds of them, rejecting the others because he claimed to find authoritative examples in the Littré dictionary. In any event, Du Camp claimed in his Souvenirs littéraires (Literary Recollections), Flaubert always insisted on a freedom to reject the dictates of the grammarians, who, he said, did not know how to write. All the greatest writers allowed themselves to break the rules in a good cause.


In the run-up to publication of the novel, Flaubert read three hundred pages of it to George Sand when she was in Paris (for the production of her play L’Autre [The other]), and then, over five afternoons, in sessions of four hours each, apparently the whole of the novel to Princess Mathilde. That scene is hard to imagine, given the slow unfolding of the novel, and its willed avoidance of anything approaching theatrical drama. And, especially, its very grim portrayal of Louis-Napoléon’s coup d’état on December 2, 1851: a moment recorded in the novel as a scene of terror, betrayal, and horror. If he read the novel without cuts to Mathilde—and one cannot imagine him doing otherwise, since any omission always seemed to him the complete disfiguration of a work of art—we can only assume that she loved him enough to let the politics of the novel pass without comment.


Sentimental Education was published on November 17, 1869, the same day, Flaubert remarked, as the opening of the Suez Canal. It might be worth recalling that the inauguration of the Suez Canal was followed a year and a half later by its companion in magnificence, the Cairo Opera House, and that the opera commissioned for the occasion was Giuseppe Verdi’s Aida. Aida’s imperial grandeur represents the taste of Napoleon III’s Second Empire far better than the deflationary narrative of Sentimental Education. The opera house that Napoleon III was building—the so-called Palais Garnier, from its architect, Charles Garnier—was under way but unfinished at the time the Second Empire collapsed in war and insurrection. It reflects much of the same taste for opulence—though without Verdi’s message of liberation for the oppressed.


After publication came the reviews. They were generally baffled or savage, or both. Flaubert in a letter to Sand on December 3 gave a rundown of the results. He had been absolutely panned by the late-Romantic and flamboyant Catholic critic and novelist Jules-Amédée Barbey d’Aurevilly in Le Constitutionnel (“Since he has absolutely no ideas on anything and since he is only able to describe, his technique, to get up two volumes totaling a thousand pages like these, is very simple. He tacks and attaches pictures to other pictures.”) and the veteran critic Francisque Sarcey in Le Gaulois (“It’s not boredom that one experiences in reading M. Flaubert’s new novel; it’s some sort of withering of the soul, which goes so far as nausea; the hero of it isn’t hateful; he is repugnant.”). He was also panned in Le Figaro and Paris. Everyone found the ending of the novel, where Frédéric and his friend Deslauriers recall a youthful visit to a brothel, cynical: Sarcey went so far as to make a comparison to the Marquis de Sade. Flaubert in his letter to Sand reported also that the bourgeois of Rouen were furious because of his grim portrayal of the treatment of the imprisoned insurrectionists of June 1848: “They think that ‘you shouldn’t be allowed to publish things like that’ (literal quotation), that I am joining the reds, that I am guilty of reigniting revolutionary passions, etc. etc.!” It is interesting to see Flaubert, on the threshold of the Terrible Year, accused of left-wing sympathies; in some manner, it seems prophetic.


Flaubert did find three favorable reviews, in Le Pays, L’Opinion Nationale, and La Tribune. This last was by a young journalist and novelist just beginning to make a name for himself (Flaubert hadn’t yet met him), Emile Zola. Zola’s praise for the novel was intense—one senses that it held lessons for him as he embarked upon his multivolume “Natural and Social History” of a family under the Second Empire, the Rougon-Macquart. “I don’t care in the least,” Flaubert declared of the negative reviews, “but it does surprise me that there is so much hatred and dishonesty.” And he closed his letter: “None of this destroys my composure. But I keep asking myself: Why publish?” Despite his disdain for public opinion, newspapers, and the popular critics of his time, he was hurting. Sand sensed this right away, and offered to speak out. Flaubert responded that if she cared to take on that role, she would oblige him. By two in the morning on December 9, she was able to write to Flaubert: “Mon camarade, it’s done.” She asked his advice on where to submit it. He replied by telegram, and she sent it to Emile de Girardin, editor of La Liberté, where it appeared on December 22, the day before Flaubert arrived at Nohant for Christmas. In the meantime, he could not find the words to thank her enough. He wrote, “What a good woman you are, and what a fine man!”


Sand’s review made an effort to lead readers to see Flaubert’s impassive portrait of his age, his refusal to enter an explicit authorial judgment, as providing a critical mirror. What does the novel prove? she rhetorically asks its author. “Don’t say anything. I know it, I see it. It has proved that this social condition has reached the point of disintegration [décomposition] and that it must be changed very radically. It proves it so well that no one would believe you if you said the contrary!” It’s not certain that Flaubert intended the reading of his novel to be focused so exclusively through politics: the disintegration of life may have yet deeper causes in human nature than Sand’s analysis implies. But Sand surely was right about the fundamental political engagement of the novel, not only from her perspective but from ours: the experience of Frédéric’s generation proved, among many other things, the need to change the world.


At the same time that she offered her public defense of Sentimental Education, Sand wrote to Flaubert that he should not be surprised by the reception given to the novel. “You seem astonished by the ill will. You are too naïve. You don’t know how original your book is, and how much it must rub people the wrong way by its force. You think you are writing things that will pass through like a letter in the mail, sure!” And Sand was certainly right that in Sentimental Education, far more than in Madame Bovary, Flaubert had created an enigma of a novel, one so radically new—so implicitly critical of the novelistic tradition—that it would take generations for readers to come round to it, and to understand it. And that people would not necessarily ever love it in the manner that Madame Bovary is loved. It remains a book that challenges more than it pleases.


Around their collaboration in the launch and defense of the novel, a plan formed between Sand and Flaubert: that he would come down to Nohant for Christmas, along with her good friend Edmond Plauchut, journalist, republican, and devoted admirer. They left Paris on the 9 a.m. train on December 23 and were at Sand’s house by 6:30 in the afternoon. After dinner, Flaubert told stories—he was, by many accounts, a great raconteur whose oral tales unfolded without the agony of his writing. They stayed up talking until one in the morning. On December 24, it snowed and rained all day. Sand descended for lunch at 11 o’clock (she wrote every morning). Flaubert gave presents to the little girls, Sand’s granddaughters, who were enchanted with them. After dinner, there were marionettes, a tombola (like bingo), and the trimming of the Christmas tree. The children went to bed at nine, and the adults prepared for a midnight supper. “Flaubert enjoys himself like a child,” Sand wrote in her diary. “Splendid Christmas Eve. I go upstairs at 3 o’clock.” On Christmas Day, after lunch, Flaubert read aloud the féerie he had long been working on, Le Château des coeurs (The Castle of Hearts)—a féerie being something like a pantomime with music, spectacular effects, and supernatural happenings. It took over three hours. “Delightful, but not destined for success,” Sand judged in her diary. Flaubert kept them all laughing until late at night with his tales and mimicry.


The next day was cold and sunny, and Flaubert joined the others for a walk to the farm. In the afternoon, Sand’s son Maurice and one of her great-nephews (there were many children around in Nohant) staged a marionette show. “Flaubert splits his sides laughing,” Sand wrote. They went to bed at two in the morning. Then, on the afternoon of December 27—a day of steady snow—after Lolo (Sand’s adored granddaughter Aurore) danced all her dances, “Flaubert puts on woman’s clothes and dances the cachucha with Plauchut. It’s grotesque, we all laugh like lunatics.” On Tuesday morning he was off. He wrote on Thursday to say that the trip back had gone well despite the intense cold. The worst of it was in Paris, riding through messy streets in an unheated cab. He spoke of how touched he was by the hospitality of Nohant. “What fine and loveable people you all are.”
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