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TO

MARIE-ANTOINE-JULES SENARD

member of the Paris bar

ex-president of the national assembly, and former

minister of the interior

Dear and Illustrious Friend,—

Permit me to inscribe your name at the head of this book, and above its dedication; for it is to you, before all, that I owe its publication. Reading over your magnificent defence, my work has acquired for myself, as it were, an unexpected authority. Accept, then, here, the homage of my gratitude, which, how great soever it is, will never attain the height of your eloquence and your devotion.

GUSTAVE FLAUBERT

Paris, 12 April 1857







INTRODUCTION

There would be no point at this late date in offering prefatory remarks on Madame Bovary were it not that a sound English version in a wholly acceptable format has not hitherto been readily accessible. As it is, most English readers have read about Flaubert’s realistic masterpiece and few have actually read it. Flaubertian exegesis steadily accumulates and Madame Bovary may end by being more commented on than the Book of Genesis. M. Jules Gaultier has evolved from its slender thesis (if it have one) a whole book of platitudinous philosophy which he calls “Bovaryism.” M. Paul Bourget, the parlor psychologist, has, from the meat of Flaubert, made a piquant, if unsustaining extract, relished by the amateurs of the Psychologie Contemporaine. M. Émile Faguet, the French Brander Matthews, has inspected Flaubert’s sentence structure with a grammatical microscope and found evidences of (to him) appalling verbal miscegenation. M. Maxime du Champ has proved that Flaubert was an epileptic and the Messrs. René Descharmes and René Dumesnil have proved that he was not. Mr. James Huneker, the critical Crichton of the fine arts, has tracked down the model for Emma Bovary and told us wherein the real Emma’s history differed from that of her fictional prototype. Mr. Arthur Symons and M. Remy de Gourmont, Mr. Havelock Ellis and M. Anatole France, Mr. Henry James and Dr. Georg Brandes, Friedrich Nietzsche and Louis Bertrand,—high and low, little and big, critics in all countries have at one time or another contributed something in explanation of a book which stands in no very urgent need of explanation.

Indeed, so much has been written about Flaubert and about Madame Bovary that it would be unusual if, in all this voluminous comment, there were not a modicum of nonsense. Mr. Knopf fears there is, and I share his trepidation. He suspects, and I concur, that the novel itself is worth all and more than has been written about it. Perspicacious in matters relating to the book trade it was he who informed me that while books and essays about Flaubert were everywhere obtainable, a worthy and attractive edition of Madame Bovary in English did not exist. And perspicacious in matters relating to books themselves, it was he who suggested that Madame Bovary be made the first item in this, we hope, salutary series of translations.

“Isn’t Arthur Symons’s dictum that Madame Bovary cannot be translated a rather sweeping and dubious statement?” he asked me. And I assured him that it was, and that furthermore we had here hit upon an example of that critical nonsense of which I spoke a moment ago. For it was Mr. Symons, usually an ingenious, careful, and resourceful critic, who nodded while his pen wrote: “Flaubert is so difficult to translate because he has no fixed rhythm; his prose keeps step with no regular march music. He invents the rhythm of every sentence, he changes his cadence with every mood or for the convenience of every fact.” That sounds prodigious truly and it has been frequently quoted. It is enough to deter the timid from any attempt to enjoy one of the great masterpieces of literature. But, after all, Mr. Symons really means nothing in particular by it. Every writer who does not cast all his thoughts in the same stylistic mould, who does not habitually employ a monotone, invents the rhythm of every sentence. That is not to say, any more than did Flaubert, that the writer determines arbitrarily beforehand that this sentence will contain two anapests and a dactyl, that the next one will be made up of a definite number of iambics, and the one beyond will be a judicious mixture of iambics, dactyls, and trochees. That would be a more imbecilic procedure than is customarily attributed to genius. It merely means that Flaubert wrote in a more flexible and “natural” style while composing Madame Bovary than, say, Carlyle wrote in composing Sartor Resartus or Anatole France in composing Thaïs. Far from being extremely difficult to translate Madame Bovary is actually very easy. For Flaubert’s images are definite; he dispenses almost altogether with metaphor; he employs few circumlocutions; he is direct, incisive, and clear. His “style,” in Madame Bovary at least, may almost be said not to exist. What he has to say is the important thing. English readers may read this version, then, with assurance that what they miss in not being able to read the original is of no real consequence.

Of the novel it may be said that all our modern realistic novels date from it. It was the first blast in reaction to the stifling and narcotic romanticism of the French Chateaubriand and the English Walter Scott, the first modern attempt to record life with all possible exactitude and without moral prepossessions. The influence of Madame Bovary, direct or indirect, may be found in the work of Conrad and Hardy, of Hergesheimer, of Galsworthy and of Bennett, of Wells and of Dreiser, of Maupassant and of Gissing—in the larger part of latter-day fiction. Mr. Hergesheimer in creating Taou Yuen wrote with that same effort at impersonal and detached consideration which Flaubert had established as an artistic desideratum in creating Emma Bovary.

This impersonality, of course, is inevitably only a seeming one, the removal of the obvious traces of the writer’s personality. No one, actually, with the possible exception of a Buddhist priest in meditation before an idol, ever viewed anything in a thoroughly detached fashion. An author’s character must invariably be only the author’s conception of that character. But so long as the author’s personal ethics do not obtrude, this realistic semblance is obtained and the character takes on flesh and blood. The greatest success at characterization is, of course, when the author works from data of his own experience. That is why, to me, the important character in Madame Bovary is not Emma Bovary but Homais. Superb, almost inimitable, is her portrait, she yet remains a portrait to me, while Homais is a man I talked to only yesterday. Homais, I think, is one of the most perfectly realized characters in all fiction. He is, as Mr. Huneker says, “a synonym for pedantic, bragging mediocrity.” He is more: he is the compendium of human imbecility, the archtype of the conceited fathead. He is to be found everywhere, in Yonville and in Dubuque, in Paris and in Dublin, in Stockholm and in Yokohama. He is an universal personage, a type, and yet he is astoundingly alive and individual. In Greenwich Village, New York, Homais is the superficial Freudian who discovers a phallic symbol in everything and in everyone an incipient or chronic neurosis. In small towns he is the gabbling atheist, ready at every mention of religious faith to quote a passage from Robert Ingersoll. He haunts the bookshops reading Tom Paine. He is the seedy radical and the country veterinarian. In some circles he is the propounder of the mechanist theory, the facile “thinker” who would reduce imponderables to principles as simple as his own intellectual processes. In Jena in the person of Ernst Haeckel he wrote The Riddle of the Universe and at East Aurora, N.Y., he published the Fra and the Philistine. In London he was the Wells who wrote God the Invisible King, and in Paris he was Remy de Gourmont when he wrote Physique de I’amour. Homais is in all of us, more or less, who live not by simple faith, and I am convinced that when Flaubert created him he knew whereof he spoke. Yes, Homais is human, the homo sapiens in its most definitively ironic usage. He is likeable and detestable; we are interested in him, and we want to boot him.

Of the shallow-pated, neurasthenic, passionless Emma, reams have been written. But Flaubert has summed her up in a brilliant flash. She has had an interrupted rendezvous with her lover in the cathedral; he sends for a cab.


“‘Ah! Leon! Really—I don’t know—if I ought,’ she whispered. Then with a more serious air, ‘Do you know, it is very improper?’

“‘How so?’ replied the clerk. ‘It is done in Paris.’

“And that, as an irresistible argument, decided her.”



Whatever was done in Paris that would the ever aspiringly imitative Emma do, Emma the supreme example of Bovaryism, the pitiably universal attempt of human beings to seem otherwise than they are. In a delightful essay Marian Cox has written: “Every woman is born with the compact soul of a snob and seeks instinctively any source of power with which she can express her true nature, imperialistically, in snubs and display.” Whether that is wholly true is open to question, but it at least admirably expresses Emma Bovary. Nor, on the whole, is Emma a disagreeable character. Flaubert was no misogynist and in creating Emma Bovary he had no motive of revealing in a type the sinister aspect of the other sex. He accounts for her character, by a detailed and elaborate depiction of her development. An impressionable, full-blooded country girl, brought up in drably monotonous surroundings, she fills her head with impossible dreams of romance from the tinsel novels of the period. She is married to a middle-aged, stupid widower with the rather to be expected results. “Woman,” says Remy de Gourmont, “begins by loving a man and ends by loving love.” The commonplace Bovary, who was her first love, fell short of what her expectations had led her to believe love had to offer, and she turned to loving love, in the convenient form first of a squire who escapes her, and then of Léon the young law student. And, records Flaubert, “Emma found again in adultery all the platitudes of marriage.”

Gustave Flaubert was born in Rouen on December 12, 1821. His formal education was slight but his range of reading wide. He was living in the Rue Murillo in Paris when Anatole France first went to visit him. France’s impression of him at the time is thus recorded in the Second Series of On Life and Letters (translated by A. W. Evans in the fine John Lane edition): “All my life long I had never seen anything like him. He was tall and broad-shouldered; he was huge, splendid, and sonorous. He wore easily a sort of chestnut-colored cloak, a regular pirate’s garment; ample trousers fell over his heels like a petticoat. Bald and hairy, with wrinkled brows, keen eyes, red cheeks, and colorless, hanging moustache, he was in real life all that we read of the old Scandinavian chiefs whose blood flowed, though not without some mixture, in his veins.… Gustave Flaubert was very good natured. He had a prodigious capacity for enthusiasm and sympathy. That was why he was always in a rage. He went to war on every possible occasion, having continually an insult to avenge. He was in the same case as Don Quixote, for whom he had so high a regard.… I had scarcely been five minutes in Flaubert’s company when the small drawing-room, hung with Oriental tapestry, was streaming with the blood of twenty thousand slaughtered Philistines. As he walked backwards and forwards, the good-natured giant crushed beneath his heels the municipal councillors of Rouen. He plunged both his hands into the entrails of M. Saint-Marc Giradin. He nailed to the four walls the palpitating limbs of M. Thiers, whose crime, I believe, was that he had written of grenadiers biting the dust on ground that had been muddied by rain.…”

This impression of Flaubert is borne out by Maxime du Champ and by Remy de Gourmont. The latter says that Flaubert had a most trying disposition; that he went into a furor while expressing his literary convictions; and that at other times he became profoundly melancholic. But, says Gourmont, so painstaking and laborious was his method of composition, so meticulous was he in choosing the right word, that his finished work had a plastic perfection and, surprisingly, “this great barbarian, vulgar and obstinate, produced work that was calm, noble, and beautiful.”

The discussion of Flaubert’s physical condition, and the disputes as to whether his nervous fits were epileptic or not, need not concern us here. At all events he died in Rouen on May 18, 1880 of a paralytic stroke. He was one of the most disinterested labourers in the interest of art that ever lived. He was concerned not at all with the sale of his books and was interested solely in achieving with them as great a perfection as possible. With Madame Bovary be gave the world a work of fiction, comparable even with Don Quixote and probably of even greater influence than has been Cervantes’s novel. It is curious, too, to reflect that a novel so eminently devoid of carnal passages and so moral in content was banned on its publication in free France and its author and publisher were brought into the dock. Assuredly artistic freedom has progressed in France. Perhaps it may not be altogether stifled here.

Burton Rascoe
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