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  For my friends


  “All of us know we must live when we have the strength of our emotions, because we must have lived when we are in the age of reflection.”

  Story of My Life1

  “He is my strength and my life.”

  Diaries

  “Let the world twitter and rail, I am still a troubadour: I believe in love, in art, in perfection, and I keep singing.”

  To Armand Barbès, 1867


  Chapter One

  ____________

  “MY HEART IS A GRAVE”

  At last! There’s Nohant. Each homecoming offers some relief. This cold December brings a feeble hope that she might escape her inner demons. She is forty-five years old and world-weary.

  Dark melancholy has enveloped these past two years. The utter failure of the revolution of ’48, the mistakes, the socialists’ collapse, her friends thrown in prison . . . and for what? An ultraconservative Assemblée and Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte’s victory. Her political disillusions mingle with her personal sorrows, especially the rift between her and Solange, her daughter. How could she forgive her unacceptable behavior towards Chopin? The flirting, the gossip, the slander, the depraved life with her sculptor husband, Jean-Baptiste Clésinger, this unpredictably violent creature that she herself had nonetheless welcomed into the family. Solange cuts her mother to the heart, incapable to love, and, herself, badly loved. What would George Sand be without her son, her Maurice, her cherished Bouli? A hollow soulless shell. He had been in Paris that spring, during the cholera epidemic. What if something had happened to him? She never would have survived.

  So many deaths over the past few months. Her half-brother, Hippolyte, her childhood companion who finally succumbed to his alcoholism. Dearest Marie Dorval, her adorable, fragile, marvelous, and extreme Marie, her first adolescent love, Alfred de Vigny’s muse, Hernani’s Doña Sol, Chaterton’s Kitty Bell, the romantic diva who told her “I want to be you”—now forgotten, fallen into quasi poverty, dead from despair when her grandson disappeared. And of course Frédéric Chopin, who died on October 17, devoured by consumption. He hadn’t seen her since their brief meeting on a staircase one day in March of ’48. That day he had told George Sand that Solange had given birth to a daughter, Jeanne, who passed away a few days later. George Sand never saw the child. She had barely finished her letter of congratulations when she found herself penning her condolences. The two letters reached her daughter on the same day.

  Chopin had apparently wanted to see her before he died. Perhaps. But what good would it have done? During their nine years together she had been more mother than a lover, practically celibate since their return from Majorca. Life had been both chaotic and harmoniously balanced between Paris and Nohant, all at the measure of his possessive and hypersensitive genius. This incomparable musician was so troubled, so talented. He had taken Solange’s side without hesitation. She felt no remorse over her break-up letter, nor for their abrupt separation. The events that followed convinced her she was right; but still, what a sad, sad failure. His death sent her spiraling into a deep depression.

  She had played so many parts. From the young Aurore Dupin, running through the fields, to the rowdy and mystical pupil at the Augustinian Sisters boarding school; Baron Dudevant’s restless young wife, mother of two, and living a bohemian lifestyle in Paris; author of Indiana and Lélia, dressing in men’s clothes, smoking men’s cigars, adopting a man’s name; the romantic muse of Alfred de Musset and Frédéric Chopin, her love affairs; the novelist admired by the likes of Dostoyevsky, Balzac, Delacroix, and Liszt; a liberated woman, always choosing her own lovers; the idealist faced with the harsh reality of the revolution. Such a romantic life—so brave, so taxing. What then remains? Rancor? Sorrow?

  Any other woman would have accepted her fate and stayed by her husband’s side. Young Aurore married Casimir Dudevant just to avoid the abhorrent suitors her mother forced upon her. A fresh-faced green girl of eighteen, horseback riding through the Berry countryside, studying philosophy passionately—oh, the hours she spent in her grandmother’s library reading Aristotle, Leibniz, Rousseau, and others. She genuinely did believe she was happy with her husband. But soon, ennui settled in, eroding her courage, leaving her devoid of strength, with tears in her eyes. Casimir and Aurore had nothing in common save their republican beliefs. Everything that interested her bored or irritated him. He only found enjoyment in hunting, country living, drinking, and women—not at all a mean man, but definitely not suited for her.

  “I saw how you detested music,” she wrote to him in a twenty-two-page confession letter, “and how the very sound of the piano drove you away, so I put an end to it. You read only to oblige me, and no sooner had you read a few lines that your eyes closed and the book fell from your hands. As to our conversations on any subject, whether about literature, poetry, or ethics, most of the time you didn’t know the authors of whom I spoke, or you dismissed my ideas as mere folly—fanatical and romantic. I simply stopped speaking.”

  Even the birth of their son, Maurice, who was weaned too soon, failed to shake off her depression a year later. Their marriage collapsed. She soon found a kindred spirit in the romantic Aurélien de Sèze—a platonic love. A lover followed—a real lover—her childhood friend Stéphane Ajasson de Grandsagne, “the pretty Steny.” The birth of her daughter, Solange, didn’t lift her depression—a banal tale of a disappointed and bored wife. But contrary to the Madame Bovary about whom her future friend Gustave Flaubert would one day write, she saw exactly what she wanted and followed her dreams to the stars.

  At twenty-six, she came to an arrangement with Casimir—she would divide her time between Paris and Nohant. She settled in the capital with her new lover, Jules Sandeau, a nineteen-year-old law student with curly hair. They cowrote the novel Pink and White (Rose et Blanche) under the pseudonym J. Sand, and both worked as reporters for The Paris Journal (La Revue de Paris) and Le Figaro. Under the celebrated Henri Latouche’s tight iron fist, Sand earned her journalistic stripes.

  Everything changed in 1832 with the publication of her first novel, Indiana. Romantic and exotic, tempered by her bitter experience, Indiana shocked her readers. It spoke a modern language, breaking tradition with the popular historical novels of the day. A new romantic age awoke in the 1830s: Hugo with Hernani, Balzac with The Magic Skin (La Peau de chagrin), Stendhal’s The Red and the Black (Le Rouge et le Noir), Théophile Gautier’s Young France (Jeunes-France), Musset’s Venitian Nights (La Nuit vénitienne). Indiana was a woman’s triumph; a young woman of twenty-eight who led the charge against marriage and advocated freedom in love. Aurore Dudevant, née Dupin, became a celebrity overnight under her new chosen name, George Sand—a masculine name with an English spelling. And not without a nod towards home: “Georgeon” happens to be the word for devil in the Berry dialect. But however lightly she handled her name change in Story of My Life (Histoire de ma vie), it was by no means a benign choice. By abandoning both her father’s and her husband’s names, she created a whole new identity, that of George Sand, the author. She also broke from her female ancestry, the Aurores of her grandmother and great-grandmother, Marie-Aurore de Saxe and Aurore de Koenigsmark. She impudently feminized her male name. She made a true name for herself from a pseudonym and even passed it down to her children.

  How many novels, how many plays, how many essays would follow Indiana? After Valentine came Lélia, proclaiming a woman’s right to pleasure. Her readers thought the book to be a self-portrait, which hounded her for the rest of her life. Then came Jacques, A Traveler’s Letters (Lettres d’un voyageur), Mauprat, Spiridion, The Master Mosaic-Workers (Les Maîtres mosaïstes), The Journeyman Joiner, Or, The Companion of the Tour de France (Le Compagnon du Tour de France), Horace, Winter in Majorca (Un hiver à Majorque), Consuelo, The Countess Von Rudolstadt (La Comtesse de Rudolstadt), Jeanne, The Miller of Angibault (Le Meunier d’Angibault), The Devil’s Pool (La Mare au diable), Lucrezia Floriani, and François the Waif (François le Champi), to name but a few works of over forty novels and novellas written between 1832 and 1848.

  George Sand did not fully exist except within (and because of) fiction. Imagination was the only breath of fresh air in the dull weight of Aurore’s daily life. But her romantic inspiration didn’t stop her from tackling issues closest to her heart: love and friendship, women and marriage, art and work, craftsmen and farmers, city folk and country folk, nature, mysticism, and secret societies. Her life was merely choices motivated by circumstances, meetings, and readings, by inspiration and conviction. George Sand, the pen flying across paper. Each book nipped at the heels of the one that came before, like each dream giving birth to the next. But writing was also how she earned her living—the iron shackles that chained her to the publishers of the journals she depended upon. They, in turn, compared her to the greatest writers. Balzac borrowed her personality for Camille Maupin in Béatrix, and others followed suit. “What would French literature be to most European readers if not for George Sand and Balzac?” Stedhal wrote. In 1854, Nadar placed her first in his famous Panthéon of 250 writers, where Victor Hugo seems to bow before a pedestal crowned with the bust of George Sand at the head of a long line of artists.

  She was highly sought after, admired, criticized, and ridiculed. She had a rebellious nature, this woman who declared freedom from men. Yet George Sand’s freedom could not be defined by sex or gender any more than could her art. As soon as a discussion turned to literature, politics, or art, she used the masculine pronoun to refer to herself. She saw herself as an artist, not a female writer. Her contemporaries placed her in a league of her own. Flaubert would one day write to Turgenev about her, “You must know her as I have known her to see all of the femininity of this great man, to see the tremendous emotion of her genius.” Her image in the 1832 lithographs became her signature look for years: a tailored frockcoat, a top hat fitted snugly over dark waves of hair, a cane or a Manila cigar resting in her hands.

  Her creative activities did not limit this woman. Everything interested her; she studied natural science, medicine, and botany with passion, as well as painting, music, sewing, embroidery, gardening, and of course, her famous preserves. (She described them to her friend Jules Néraud, “the Malagasy,” in 1844: “You must make them yourself, and you must not take your eyes off of them for an instant. It’s just as serious as writing a novel.”) And she was generous to a fault, showing great concern for others. Men like Louis Michel, the republican lawyer; Félicité Lamennais, an anticlerical Christian whose social mysticism she greatly admired and who fed her intellectual curiosity; Pierre Leroux, a socialist whom she helped to found The Independent Journal (La Revue indépendante), kept close contact with Sand. While she was accused of changing her philosophy based on who she talked to that day, she was crafting her own philosophy, like a bee gathering pollen from different flowers to make its own honey. However, the utopian within her was badly wounded by the bloody developments of June 1848 and the total failure of the Republic—one in which she could no longer recognize herself.

  There wasn’t a man in her life at that point, either. She, who had known such passion, so many fleeting lovers . . . What would the future hold for her?

  The year 1849 is drawing to a close. Now she must take stock of her situation.

  George Sand arrives by train in Châteauroux, where the coach—the bagottoire, as they say in Berry—comes to pick her up. This cold December strings together the browns and grays of the countryside—no cause for glad tidings. But then, it’s better than Paris, which she enjoys less and less. She may have felt a certain pleasure during her visit in February ’48, but this time, three weeks were too long for her. And that was despite having stayed at the Hôtel de France on the rue d’Antin, in the theater district. Her play, adapted from the pages of François the Waif, completely won over the audience at the Odéon (the book would not be published until the following year). What a triumph! Critical acclaim and a packed house. The love story between François, the abandoned child, and Madeleine, his adoptive mother; Marie Laurent’s moving interpretation; the painstaking care that Bocage brought to his interpretation of country-living in Berry; everything had been spot on. Satisfied—she’ll be able to save herself from financial ruin after the debts Solange racked up. Still, nothing brings her true happiness.

  While in Paris, she had paid visits to Sainte Chapelle and the minister of public instruction. Prosper Mérmiée, her short-lived lover, had become inspector of historic monuments. She hoped he would grant historical status to the Nohant-Vic church. She had been at the center of Paris gossip when she broke off her liaisons with Carmen’s author. But that was such a long time ago . . . They had seen each other since, during an official dinner. She was “neither old nor young, and quite pretty, with striking dark eyes which she lowered when I looked at her. She looked better than she did twelve years ago,”2 Mérmiée remembered. He brought her a cigar, which she gladly accepted. No words were exchanged between them. . . . In reality, a full fifteen years had rolled by since their affair, and the fledgling novelist had now become the most celebrated woman of the day.

  Forty-five years old. Is that truly “neither old nor young”?

  Alexis de Tocqueville crossed paths with George Sand for the first time at that same dinner in May ’48, during the socialist enlistment. She had many friends there: Bakounine, Louis Blanc, Mazzini, Ledru-Rollin, and Barbès. The conservative from Normandy described her as “a sort of political man.” Tocqueville loathed women who wrote, even more so when they spoke of revolution. He eyed her warily, but nevertheless found himself captivated by her conversation, her understanding of politics, and the accuracy of her predictions. “I did like her,” he wrote. “I found her to be a rather large woman, but who held herself admirably well. Her whole being seemed to be contained within her eyes; and the rest of her face, mere matter. What surprised me most of all was recognizing the natural allure of a great mind in this woman. There was such simplicity to her thoughts and her speech that perhaps she affected a bit of the same simplemindedness in her dress.”3

  Feigned simplicity? It’s far from Stendhal’s opinion, who met her on the way to Italy and was inspired to write that fashion must have been George Sand’s forte, she wore clothes so well! Although, he did add with some scorn that “her one flaw is her grand philosophy, her pretension.” If only women would stick to talking about clothes . . .

  She did admittedly enjoy beautiful fabrics and colors. Her elegant dress could not escape the feminine eye of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. The English poet was captivated by her gray serge dress and her stylish jacket, buttoned to her neck and trimmed with a collar and plain weave lawn sleeves, and thus pronounced her to be attired “with great nicety.”4 George Sand had a look. It was her Spartan style that contrasted with the fashion of the day and was quite shocking for such a prominent woman. Mostly, she placed comfort above everything else, wanting the freedom to move from the parlor to the garden, from the kitchen to her desk. No percale, she specified to her half-sister, Caroline, who wanted to embroider sleeves for her: Muslin was “too much clothing for how active I am.”5 Neat, yes; fashionable, no. Unless the fashion was a refusal to pay much attention to her physical appearance.

  Eugène Delacroix, Alfred de Musset, Auguste Charpentier, Jean Gigoux, Luigi Calamatta, Thomas Couture, Charles Marchal, Nadar, and many others have drawn, painted, sculpted, sketched, or photographed her. Being the subject of these artists’ work makes her uncomfortable. She resigns herself to the task in Story of My Life, the first part of which she had recently written, by making do with the physical description in her passport. “Dark hair, dark eyes, average forehead, light skin, pronounced nose, receding chin, average mouth, four feet ten inches tall, no particular distinguishing marks.”6 Does this show the epitome of modesty, a form of pride, or a validation of this woman, confident in her charms and talent?

  She has not yet reached the age of accepting herself growing older. Two years earlier, she congratulated herself on her “iron constitution, affected by slight periods of painful indisposition which only cause a few hours of discomfort before lifting the next morning.”7 For the past few months, however, she has been feeling the heavy passage of time. She had gained weight and some gray hairs. She is fully aware that this year is a turning point in her life. She is finally more old than young. There. She repeats the phrase with every letter she writes—to convince herself? To exorcise the whole matter? “I’m suffering a physical breakdown in my forty-five-year-old body,” she writes to her cousin René Vallet de Villeneuve. “I tire more easily than should be allowed. I’ll get over it, I’m sure, but I’m so often completely exhausted and incapable of any activity. It forces me into inaction. Hours pass by listlessly. When I recover my strength, I have so much work to do to make up for lost time that I have no more time to live.” Is this what age does? Bouts of energy that come in waves, then exhaustion followed by a spurt of momentary vitality?! Despite this erratic pendulum that deprives her of the “time to live,” Sand forges ahead, convinced her health will prevail. “I’ll get over it.”

  Always sensitive to the cold, she pulls a fur coverlet she had stashed in the coach around her shoulders to warm herself. She gazes at the familiar scenery. Winter in the countryside. No one has described it better: the pale December sun, the changing jeweled hues of moss and ivy; the sparkling purple of heavily frosted nights; the primrose and Bengal roses hidden beneath leaves; the webs of crystal and ice beneath the winter sun; the thick blanket of silent snow softening the harsh scenery. But what she loves best of all, in the depths of winter, are the endless evenings by the fireplace, “those long evenings in the country, where we belong so intimately to each other, where even time seems to belong to us.”8 Contrary to Paris, where time irreversibly flies, these moments of warmth and love, the shared tales told around the fireplace leave her pensive. Nostalgia, perhaps, for those childhood evenings when she crafted saulnée traps for birds with a couple dozen other village kids. The fire against the bitter cold outside. People bonded together by affection, warding away the disappointments of society. A tiny universe, perhaps, but a reassuring guard against the outside world.

  Today, there is joy. She is looking forward to seeing her son again and welcoming her guests to celebrate the end of year in Nohant. Two friends are expected soon from Paris: Hermann Müller-Strubing and Alexandre Manceau.


  Chapter Two

  ____________

  “THE DREAM OF THE SIMPLE, THE GOOD, THE TRUE”

  May 1848: Resigned that the social revolution, for which she had worked so hard, was lost, George Sand withdraws to Nohant. The bloody repressions that follow in June will prove her correct. The 1848 defeat underlines clearly to her the “before,” and the “after.”

  Throwing herself wholeheartedly into the revolution, she rushed back to Paris less than a week after Louis-Philippe’s abdication, as the provisional government declared the founding of the Republic on February 24, 1848.9 She joined in the surge of romanticism, the yearning for universal fraternity that had seized the hearts of every republican. Théophile Gautier, ablaze with excitement, was swearing that “the moment was never sweeter”10 for artists. Universal suffrage had been declared (at least for males over the age of twenty), freedom of press and assembly reestablished, and slavery abolished, along with the death penalty for political crimes. So much to celebrate! “My lifelong dream is coming true,”11 wrote George to her singer friend, Pauline Viardot, La Malibran’s sister. Priests were blessing the freedom trees planted all over France as symbols of the sacred unity.

  From the very beginning, however, two revolutionary trends grew increasingly defined and started clashing: the moderate republicans, led by the poet Alphonse de Lamartine, and the socialists, headed up by Alexandre Ledru-Rollin, lawyer and founder of Reform (La Réforme), with Louis Blanc, author of History of the French Revolution (Histoire de la Révolution française) and theorist of the state labor organization. The tricolor flag was hoisted next to the red flag of revolution thanks to Lamartine. Ambiguity and tension mounted between those for political reform and those who favored social progress and the right to work. George belonged firmly in the second camp.

  After spending just enough time in Nohant to hear the declaration of the Republic and attend the mayoral inauguration of her son, Maurice (who quickly tired of his duties), returned straight to Paris, where she arrived armed with a safe-conduct pass, to serve the revolution and take an active role in the proceedings. She became both a symbolic counselor and a quasi-official propagandist, working in the highest government circles without actually using her own name—the great paradox of that century’s female condition. From writing articles in the Bulletin of the Republic (Bulletin de la République), she quickly became the publisher of Letters to the People (Lettres au peuple) and other texts specifically geared towards provincial audiences. Grasping the gap between Paris and the rest of France, Sand worked to raise public awareness in rural areas.

  The Théâtre de la République (formerly the Théâtre-Français) opened officially on April 6, 1848, with Le Roi Attend, a play she had written for the occasion. She went on to found The People’s Cause (La Cause du peuple), a weekly journal which would only print three issues, with Louis Viardot and Pierre Leroux, and collaborated with Ledru-Rollin on Reform and Théophile Thoré, a lawyer, on The True Republic (La Vraie République)—both journals, heavily committed to the left.

  Paris was bursting with life, with new clubs, new publications, newspapers, meetings, and declarations popping up daily (parodied by Gustave Flaubert in L’Education sentimentale). Right in the thick of it, Sand was endowed with an inexhaustible supply of energy and passion. She lived in a small apartment in Maurice’s building, at 8, rue de Condé, from where she would walk to the Ministry of the Interior, on the rue de Grenelle, to pay a visit to her friend Ledru-Rollin. The night of April 18, as fear reigned over Paris after Louis Blanc’s unsuccessful demonstrations to postpone the elections, she reported: “The moonlight streams down, as beautiful as ever. Not a single cat on the streets, only patrols every twenty paces. A pedestrian will appear at the end of the street, and police will cock their rifles, turn towards him, and watch him silently as he passes.”12

  She had watched the demonstration from the workers’ side, in front of the Hôtel de Ville, where she “squeezed through the mob of kids into the middle of the plaza in order to see better.”13 A few days beforehand, she had scandalized her readers with an article in the sixteenth Bulletin of the Republic, in which she openly championed revolution as a last resort if the legislative elections failed to promote the true social cause. “There is only one path that remains for the people who made the barricades: to demonstrate a second time and prevent decisions of a false representation of the nation.”14

  Sand lambasted the bourgeoisie who took up arms and cried, “Long live the Republic!” and “Death to the communists!”15 The same insults were hurled at her, however, in her own Berry, where she was labeled a “communister.” “Now Paris is acting like La Châtre”16,17 she wrote. She was especially concerned about the stalled progress in social issues. The National Workshops, despite employing many workers, was barely able to combat daily unemployment. As she had feared, the legislative elections on April 23, 1848, had appointed a moderate republican majority with an outspoken conservative minority. Success for Lamartine. George Sand’s socialist friends took a serious beating in the elections that had for the first time managed to bring nine million voters to the polls. Still, some of her friends were elected: Louis Blanc; Béranger, the poet, who would eventually resign; Agricol Perdiguier, a former joiner who inspired Sand’s novel The Journeyman Joiner, Or, The Companion of the Tour de France; Armand Barbès,18 the constant rebel, who had recently been released from prison in Carcassonne; Félicité Lamennais; Pierre Leroux; Eugène Sue; the Fourierist Victor Considerant; the communist Caber; and the anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon.19

  But George Sand realized almost immediately that the situation was deteriorating. Her last lingering illusions were shattered on May 15, 1848, when Auguste Blanqui, François Raspail, and her hero, Armand Barbès, led a battalion of between 100,000 and 200,000 unemployed laborers and revolutionaries from clubs and populist societies, overrunning the Assemblée Nationale before being arrested and thrown into prison. The workers were brutally suppressed. Fraternity had become a lost cause, a long-forgotten memory. She left for Nohant three days later, on May 18, 1848.

  Tensions mounted. The social unrest swept into the National Workshops, where jobless laborers threatened to riot against the government. The provisional Assemblée diffused them by sending most of the laborers to work on far-flung provincial excavation sites, while the younger ones were drafted into the army. On June 23, the Assemblée officially dissolved the National Workshops, which immediately triggered a populist protest on the outskirts of Paris. Over the next two days, barricades and battles in the streets plunged the capital into chaos. Laborers took up arms to fight back against the forces of Order. General Cavaignac was awarded emergency powers and turned the riot into a bloodbath: 4,000 revolutionaries were killed in combat, 1,500 executed without trial, and 11,000 others were arrested and thrown into makeshift prisons; 4,238 of them would be deported to Algeria. “I weep,” wrote George Sand to her friend and publisher, Pierre-Jules Hetzel. “It is the only thing to do. The future looms so dark and black that I have an overwhelming desire, a pressing need to put a bullet through my skull.”20 These emotions can only be understood because of how committed she had been to the revolution and how much she despaired after the bloody days of June 1848.

  The workday increased back to twelve hours in September. The Order and Moderate parties had won. Lamennais printed a black border around the last issue of his newspaper. This revolution, the so-called lyrical illusion, had come to an end.

  George Sand took refuge at Nohant and buried herself in her new novel, Little Fadette (La Petite Fadette). It would be her fourth pastoral novel, after Jeanne, The Miller of Angibault, and The Devil’s Pool. Her preface would later justify her escape into rural prose and idealized romance. “After the fatal days of June 1848, I find myself disturbed,21 cut to the very depths of my soul, upset by outer turmoil. In solitude, I yearn to rediscover, if not a sense of calm, then at least my faith,” she wrote, adding: “Now is a time when dark days come from man mistrusting and hating his fellow man. In such times, the artist’s mission is to remember kindness, trust, and friendship. Thus, the art serves as a reminder to calloused or downtrodden men that moral purity, kind feelings, and basic equality are, or can once again be, a part of this world.”22

  The writing in Little Fadette was based not only on carefully measured literary motifs but also on George Sand’s acute desire to revitalize herself, her provincial Berry childhood, and her love of nature. The wild Fadette lived with her grandmother and shared traits with the child that George herself had been. Far from the silly summaries given by those who hadn’t read it (or had read it too early), this gorgeous novel is a highly detailed psychological analysis of two twins, or bessons, and the relationship between them. Sylvinet and Landry have caricaturized names, but complex emotions. A profound love links the two practically opposite brothers. Each has a different experience of both their twinning and their eventual separation, which is necessary to create two independent and autonomous people. One seeks the outside world, while the other can’t handle the distance and withdraws bitterly into himself, unable to face real life. Their relationship becomes an opposition between two parts of the same whole, which a modern reader may easily interpret as the projection of an internal conflict, the artistic transposition of a deep inner dissonance.

  Above all else, George Sand’s idealism became her artistic wellspring. That, along with the novel’s setting, her ethnographic intentions, and her ambition to craft a written version of the spoken Berrichon language, helped her escape her sorrow and despair over the political situation in Paris. “Saintliness is not my natural condition in life,” she admitted, “but poetry is my reason for being, and everything that extinguishes the dream of the good, the simple, and the true—a dream which alone sustains me against the terrors of the century—is torture I avoid as much as possible.”23

  “The dream of the simple, the good, the true:” a mantra for surviving hard times, and a map to flee from the machine of history.

  Mme. Dupin de Fancueil, George’s grandmother, acquired the chateau in Nohant in 1793. An eighteenth century construction built for the governor of Vierzon, it sat alongside the road running from Châteauroux to La Châtre. Besides the main house, the property included a farm with stables, a barn, and a sheepfold, a courtyard lined with trees, a flower and vegetable garden, a greenhouse, a twelve-acre shaded park which melded seamlessly into a forest, and the leased lands of tenant farmers. It exuded both elegance and country charm, encased in protective greenery as well as open to the church and cemetery on the village square. The property was not just a refuge for George Sand but also the map that represented her countryside. The house and its surrounding grounds filled her mind with intimate memories, both good and bad, feeding her imagination and most likely providing the framework for her very identity. “I have always loved this countryside, its particular type of nature, its stillness,” she wrote. “I not only cherish its charm but submit to its gravity and am loath to shake it off even when I perceive its dangers.” Indentifying closely to her surroundings, she also feared being swallowed up by the mirror of her own weight. She had grown up in this Berry. Here she had found her first freedom as an adolescent, galloping alongside her tutor in boy’s clothing. Also here she had discovered her being different very early. Not only from the peasant girls, her playmates, but she was aware that she didn’t fit the child her grandmother and mother expected her to be.

  She had always resisted the expectations and constraints put on a little girl of her milieu: “no running, no working, avoiding sunshine and the outdoors; give up all dexterity and strength of your hands; eternal ineptitude, eternal debility; never get overtired when everything commands you not to hold back; essentially, the idea was to live under a bell jar so as to avoid being weather-beaten, chapped, or faded before your time.”24

  The adult author later decried what she, as a little girl, had rejected instinctively, not as scars of the feminine existence, but as the product of a crippling education. These connections are even more remarkable considering the romantic ideal, which would eventually win out over the ethereal woman. She had an innate refusal to conform. Rebellious? Not really. Rebels have a love of conflict, which she did not enjoy. Neither did she go looking for trouble. External pressures simply didn’t take with her. Submission was foreign to her. Something was guiding her, some instinct (call it that for the moment) drove her, not necessarily to always make the right choices, but to continue down the path that had been laid out for her. She chose the less traveled road, even if it led to a dead end or triggered the ire of her mother and grandmother, as it often did.

  Aurore-George lacked that option and was forced to exist in the reality of her world. She would escape within the landscape of her imagination. She undoubtedly discovered her creative powers very early. A rebel runs the risk of being suppressed; the daydreamer is a stowaway on the vehicle of life and can easily feign appeasement. She had stepped out of her daily life. “My habit of daydreaming, which began almost in the cradle and which I can hardly explain even to myself, early on gave me a ‘dumb’ look. Throughout my life—in childhood, convent/boarding school, the intimacy of the family—I was repeatedly told about my ‘dumb’ expression. It must surely have been true.” She mentioned it elsewhere as well, “my usual vacant, verging on dumb, look.”25

  George Sand, dumb? The author knew that such a word would shock the readers of Story of My Life. But along the way, many have confirmed her absentmindedness, almost to the point of nodding off during conversations. As Berry’s tranquility could seem gloomy, her meditative and quiet nature was worlds away from a lively salon. Théophile Gautier, who was once brought to Nohant by Alexandre Dumas fils, was ready to leave the day after he arrived. “But surely, you must have told him about me?” she asked Dumas. “Thick as molasses? Unable to conduct a semblance of debate in any social circumstance? Do tell our dear Théo that he was mistaken,”26 she laughed.

  Here, again, is yet another sign of a woman who gave little or no importance to appearances, focusing more on being herself. She had been raised in rural seclusion, with her harsh tutor, Deschartres, and her half-brother, Hippolyte Chatiron (her father’s love child, her tutor, as companions), and with Ursule, a country girl who had been given to her as a playmate at the age of four and who would eventually become her dressmaker. She had not been twisted by concerns about appearance, which leeched the self of so many young girls, distorting their behavior, weakening their resolve, muddying their own desires, and ceding control back to men. She was the wild child in a good family, a child whose fundamental pillars were nature, music, and books. This refined her sensibilities, prolonged her energy, shaped her autonomy, and fed her ever-deepening well of imagination and dreams, without damaging neither will nor taste for taking action.

  A noble ancestry from her father, Maurice Dupin; a populist lineage from her mother, Sophie Delaborde, the natural daughter of a bird seller on the banks of the Seine, the quai de la Mégisserie. Sophie would never be accepted by her mother-in-law, Madame Dupin de Francueil, who was herself a product of an illegitimate affair between field marshal Maurice de Saxe and the flirtatious actress Marie Rainteau. Was not the illustrious field marshal himself the bastard son of Frédéric-Auguste de Saxe and Aurore de Koenigsmark? Thus, Amantine-Aurore-Lucile Dupin, born on July 1, 1804, inherited a double lineage of contradictions and storybook romance, in which love ruled over destiny. Her own parents eloped a few weeks before her birth, which saved her from a life of illegitimacy, but just barely. Sophie was already mother to little Caroline, born of an unknown father. As for Maurice Dupin, he had a son, Pierre Laverdure, who took to calling himself Hippolyte Chariton after his mother, a servant at the chateau. Illegitimacy was their secret plague; it left its scarlet letter on every branch of the family tree. Aurore was in the unique position of both her parents having one “love child” each! She would always retain close ties with her half-brother, also raised in Nohant, and with her half-sister, who lived with her mother. She took care of her family—her entire family—scoffing at the contemporary social prejudices.

  Two tragic events marked her arrival at Nohant at the age of four: the death of her blind younger brother, Louis, which was followed by her father’s death eight days later, as he fell off of a horse on his way home from Châteauroux and was killed instantly. Her mother and grandmother hated each other and waged a bitter battle over the young girl. Eventually, Sophie granted guardianship to her mother-in-law in exchange for an allowance. Aurore would be raised at Nohant, for all intents and purposes having been bought out from her mother. Madame Dupin brought her up as the beloved son she had lost, occasionally even calling her “Maurice.” While Aurore filled the empty space left by a dead son, she was being educated as a proper young lady.

  What saved the little girl was taking refuge in her imaginary universe and identifying with her surrounding landscapes, Paris and Nohant. Her fierce love for her mother, that instable mother who loved her dearly and whom she longed for, was offset by her grandmother’s hatred and contempt. The latter even went so far as to let slip Sophie’s “loose” past, which devastated the thirteen-year-old girl. A few months later, she was sent to the convent of the Augustinian Sisters boarding school in Paris to continue her education. George Sand’s personality was built on this double fracture: the premature death of a hero-father whom she was meant to replace, and the broken diamond string that held her to her mother.

  On one side, there was Nohant, with its beautiful countryside; on the other, Paris, where she stayed for a few weeks every year with her grandmother. This division of her time between different places would become George Sand’s pattern for the rest of her life. A strong duality marked her childhood and her very origins irreversibly, and George Sand crafted her personality and very temperament around these elements. She could easily have been trapped in some bipolar situation, but her admirable self-control and self-analysis led her to figure out how best to channel her creativity.

  She was fully aware of her fluctuation between joy and sadness, her simultaneous need for solitude and company. She seemed to betray her more introverted core through her writing, which explained her need for the conviviality and exuberance of others. “A cold exterior hides a fiery soul,” was her shrewd analysis of her two states of being, wholly encompassed by her life in Nohant. For only there, at her chateau in Nohant, could she balance the two inclinations. These manic-depressive cycles did not come without a cost: Her own capacity for reflection and clarity of thought often caused her depression. In the low periods, despair ripped apart her sheltering idealism to invade her very soul. But surely it was not in her nature to sit idly by. “Either my soul is obliged to succumb, or gaiety must come to my rescue.”27 Her depressed periods did not last long. Two hours of complete despondency could be followed by two or three hours of meditation and mental recuperation, where she regained her serenity. “I have to feel absolute despair in order to restore my courage,” she wrote. “Only when I am at the point of telling myself ‘All is lost!’ can I begin to accept everything.”28

  George Sand understood her tendency towards melancholy and knew equally well that she could depend on those around her to snap her out of it. She needed them to lead her once more back into the lively whirlwind, which she called “an exchange of life.” She had successfully directed the flow of her alternative needs towards Nohant, with days of physical activity within her merry band, and nights of writing, during which Aurore the dreamer gave birth to George, the artist.

  Over the years, George Sand learned how to turn the contradictions and opposite poles that often afflicted her into a plus. She cleverly crafted a balance from her cycles. This binary situation formed the core of her life and her work: Fully recognizing it, she learned to master it. Experience had taught her that each dark depression had its end, which could then give birth to a creative spark, a source of energy. There were, however, periods of melancholy that could stretch out longer and weigh more. Thus, in this cold December of 1849 . . .


  Chapter Three

  ____________

  “ALWAYS, WE ARE RULED BY WEAKER MINDS”

  The two men who arrived in Nohant for the New Year’s festivities couldn’t have been more dissimilar. One was German, the other from Paris; one was strong and broad shouldered, the other scrawny; one was unbridled, the other more reserved; the list goes on. The two guests of George Sand, Hermann Müller-Strubing and Alexandre Manceau, were practically opposites of each other.

  Hermann Müller-Strubing was a thirty-seven-year-old German revolutionary. Having been sentenced to death after the Frankfurt uprising on April 3, 1833, with his sentence commuted to life imprisonment, he was released seven years later under a general amnesty. He had used his years in prison to his advantage, studying music and Greek, becoming quite the scholar. This brawny man, who could allegedly hoist the diminutive Louise Viardot above his head with one hand, was equally strong of mind. Active in the March Revolution of 1848, he was once again arrested and sentenced to death for a second time. He managed to take refuge in Paris, where he met George Sand through their mutual friends, the Viardots. George agreed to take him in secluded Nohant and keep him away from the Paris police.

  According to the singer Pauline Viardot’s account, Müller-Strubing fell immediately under his hostess’s charms. As for George, she found the worldly bon vivant quite attractive. He quickly relaxed into Nohant’s lighthearted atmosphere. Less than a week after his arrival, George wrote to her publisher and confidant, Hetzel: “I’m very pleased . . . with myself and the other one. We’ve made a straight and true start of things. The rest is in God’s hands.”29 Then, honing in on the reason for her attraction: “For the first time in my life, I am drawn to a man of robust character and physicality. Up until now, I had some maternal instinct leading me towards weakness that I could indulge and mollycoddle as a weak, motherly dupe. Always, we are ruled by weaker minds. Perhaps I can find equality at last, in a strong spirit.”30

  Such clarity in these words! An idealized father left her an orphan, and strong-willed women raised her. She had hardly known any men in her youth who were not subservient or simply mediocre. Not to mention those closest to her, the half-brother and the husband. And then there were all the fragile men she had loved, from the apathetic Jules Sandeau to Alfred de Musset, from the lawyer Michel to Frédéric Chopin. All men of talent, some even possessed of genius, but base and unreliable in romantic affairs. Add all her short-lived lovers to the list, where each time she found the balance of power so completely skewed, and the source of her conclusion is blindingly obvious. “Always, we are ruled by weaker minds.”

  Her friend Maxime Du Camp professed that she always proved herself superior to every single man she had once submitted to. Therein lies the complex philosophical argument between the masculine and feminine, strength and weakness, dependence and power in love. George Sand seems to me to be one of Françoise Heritier’s “women with the heart of a man” from the Piegan tribe, blossoming into their power as they mature in age, bestowed with social standing and a freedom of behavior usually reserved to men. The Piegan women take responsibility for their own sexual experiences until a ripe old age and choose their own, often younger, partners. They are “strong”31 women.

  But how could George Sand reconcile her work, her independence as an autonomous and liberated woman, with her quest for love which is neither maternal nor dominating? Could she resist her own instinct to “spoil [her] children rotten”?

  Her most recent lover, Victor Borie, had entered her life in August 1847, two weeks after the wrenching breakup with Frédéric Chopin. Borie, a staunch republican, had served as her secretary and accountant, and had shared her hopes and dreams for the Revolution of 1848. But this “poor Pôtu,” (Berrichon for “clumsy oaf”), this “tub of blubber,” had inspired little passion in her. And he had revealed himself to be slightly dishonest with his finances. Convicted of political crimes as publisher of the republican newspaper The Indre Laborer (Le Travailleur de l’Indre) he was sentenced to a year in prison and a fine of 2,000 francs. Borie was forced to flee in exile to Brussels. “He possesses all the necessary qualities,” she wrote to Hertzel, her publisher, in February of 1850, “and he has a good soul, but he is above all else a weak creature. I’m quite lucky that fate intervened when she did.”32 Was this written with underlying cynicism or just refreshing frankness?
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