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To Marie-Antoine-Jules Sénard

 

Member of the Paris Bar Ex-President of the National Assembly 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, above all, that I owe its publication. In the course of your magnificent defense, my work has acquired for myself something of an unforeseen authority. Please accept, then, my grateful homage, which, however great it may be, can never achieve the height of your eloquence and your devotion.

Gustave Flaubert

Paris, 12 April 1857




Introduction

“In the course of your magnificent defense, my work has acquired for myself something of an unforeseen authority.” So wrote Flaubert in his dedication of Madame Bovary to the attorney who had successfully defended it against charges of immorality. Yet the prosecution, defense, and author seemed as blind to their real subject as the sightless beggar who gropes his way through the novel. The prosecutor denounced the book as shockingly dissolute for portraying an uppity peasant girl who dared to take lovers yet suffered insufficient punishment. The defense argued that the work was “eminently moral” since this class-climbing Jezebel came to ruin, despair, and a ghastly death. The author found himself an authority on women.

Regrettably, such acquisition of authority has been contagious, afflicting critics who’ve proclaimed the novel a gem of realism in its profound portrayal of the female soul. Flaubert himself announced famously, “Madame Bovary is me,” claiming her as a creature wholly of his imagination, despite his having based the plot on a case that had appeared in the newspapers.1

But Flaubert was not Emma Bovary. He was not a petite bourgeois, not financially pressed, and most certainlynot a woman; indeed, he detested the middle class, disliked women, and sentimentalized the poor. He was a gentleman who rarely left the family estate after dropping out of law studies at the university, a youth who toyed with satanism and scatology, an admirer of the Marquis de Sade’s “honorable” criminal life. He first experienced sex while raping one of his mother’s maids, and he was a patron of brothels—where he took a perverse pride in choosing the ugliest prostituted woman and using her while keeping his cigar clenched between his teeth. He was a man who could write, without a scintilla of shame, to the poet Louise Colet, “At times I have wanted to give pleasure to a woman, but the idea of the strange spectacle I should present at the moment of doing so made me laugh so much that all my desire melted under the fire of an inner irony, which sang a hymn of mockery and derision within me.”2 Flaubert wore his wealth as comfortably as his male entitlement, expressing an arrogant misogyny that equated female-ness with corruption: “Brothels provide condoms as protection against catching the pox from infected vaginas. Let us always have a vast condom within us to protect the health of our soul amid the filth into which it is plunged.”3 This is hardly the sensibility capable of creating a realistic portrait of any female human being, even were that sensibility lodged in the brain of a literary genius, a status not even his greatest admirers have claimed for Flaubert.

So it’s little wonder that Emma never attains depth. She’s a one-dimensional cartoon, all that a class- and gender-limited imagination could manage to draw; she’s the blank screen for a privileged man’s projections of his own superficiality, lust, and ennui (in this sense, Flaubert was Madame Bovary). When compared with the vivid women characters who struggle, love, argue, labor, think, resist, grieve, and laugh in the works of Flaubert’s contemporaries the Georges (Sand and Eliot), and the Brontës (Emily and Charlotte), Emma is a pallid stick figure of cramped devising. (By contrast, “I am Heath-cliff!” rages Catherine Earnshaw in Wuthering Heights.)

Nor need we restrict ourselves to comparisons with contemporaneous novelists who were female. Tolstoy’s  Anna Karenina (published 1875) depicts another adulterous wife, albeit as a tragic figure undone by hypocritical social mores and her own ethics as much as by ardor. Hester Prynne, the adulteress in Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (published 1850), attains not only tragic but heroic stature: she survives; what’s more, the male characters are actually culpable. But Flaubert, while able to fictionalize the facts of Delamare’s life, was seemingly incapable of empathizing with her tragedy. In a foreword to an earlier Signet Classic edition, Mary McCarthy wrote, “[Emma’s] boredom is a silly copy of [Flaubert’s] own. . . . Emma is trite; what happens to her is trite.” Actually, it may be Flaubert who is trite. The life he inflicts on Emma, however, is tragic—but he seems ignorant of or indifferent to that.

So, dear reader, if you are a woman, don’t expect to find yourself in these pages; if you are a man, don’t expect this book to teach you anything about women. Yet it is a work of enduring value, in that it can teach us a great deal about certain men, in a period and place not totally unfamiliar, who assumed it natural for a woman to live out her life imprisoned in a state of utter dependence and lack of choice, enduring physical, emotional, intellectual, psychological, sexual, moral, and financial powerlessness. In such circumstances she can face no challenges, only duties; offer no generosity, only servility; experience no pride of self, only vanity; express no sentiment, only sentimentality; enjoy no freedom, only license, and—whether by obeying such strictures or revolting against them—be destroyed, one way or another. Any acceptance of this condition by her (even if merely strategic) is seen as validating its heavenly dictated normality, so her humanity vanishes into her acquiescence. Any discontent is viewed as her failure (possibly her insanity), not as a healthy resistance to enslavement. She can’t win since, lacking dignity, whatever she feels, does, or articulates is perceived as ridiculous—at best  patronized, at worst punished. Given this blame-the-victim setting, the until recently phallocentric critical establishment enshrined Madame Bovary in the literary canon: it was “the greatest portrait ever written” of a blameworthy, shallow, eternally disappointed woman.

Yet was she wrong to be so disappointed by her fate? In 1855, as Flaubert was writing his novel in the comfort of his sequestered environment, across the Atlantic another author, the slavery abolitionist and suffragist Lucy Stone, was writing: “In education, in marriage, in everything, disappointment is the lot of woman. It shall be the business of my life to deepen this disappointment in every woman’s heart—until she bows down to it no longer.” Stone could have been describing Emma.

So what if we were to release Emma Rouault momentarily from what some scholars have termed “the male gaze”? Who would we meet, given the bare facts—freed from a patriarchal “spin” on them? A half orphan mourning her mother’s death; a hardworking farm girl desperate to better herself; a student, convent schooled since age thirteen, so bright she was “the one who always answered the vicar’s difficult questions.” An adolescent who seriously considers a spiritual vocation, drawn as she is to Roman Catholic ritual (“bells and smells” being devised exactly for that purpose, though Flaubert in effect castigates Emma for being duped by Church theatricality). Yet defiance and humor flicker in her, and she rejects the stifling rhythms of religious life, even becoming “quite irreverent toward the community.” This is a young woman who, having no higher education, nevertheless reads voraciously—not only the women’s magazines and cheap romances that surround her as the saturating popular culture of the day (considered fitting propaganda for flighty female minds); she also reads Scott, Balzac, Sand. Like other girls her age, she longs for heroic role models, swooning over Mary Stuart (whose romantic masochism is presented approvingly by certain historians even today), but also idolizing Joan of Arc. When opportunity presents itself in the form of Charles Bovary—an older man, a doctor, a widower whose first marriage (we learn but she doesn’t) was wretched—everything in Emma’s universe conspires to  convince her that he is Mr. Right and matrimony the perfect Happy Ending, in this case one she should be particularly grateful for as a chance to rise “above her station.” Not that she has other options.

This Emma is intelligently aware of her emotions, including an “intangible uneasiness” surfacing early in the marriage. But Charles, “a new man” after his wedding night, is blissed out by his second wife, so different from his mother (described contradictorily as being “servile” yet “shrill”) and his late first wife (a rich widow depicted as “the ruler” in their unhappy marriage, though a ruler oddly enough always begging Charles for “a bit more love”). With Emma, he comes home every night “to a glowing fire, the table set, the furniture arranged comfortably, and a charming woman, neatly dressed”—our young wife, who strives to give herself over completely to loving him. But her allures suffocate beneath his “leaden serenity” and his mawkish uxoriousness, until she becomes as nauseated by their sexual routine (“one habit among other habits”) as by his nightcapped snoring. But lazy or sullen, our Emma? Hardly. She runs the house superbly, keeps Charles’s accounts, entertains his friends and neighbors, waits up to serve him hot food when he returns from late house calls, works him needlepoint slippers, draws, even arranges pyramids of plums  artistically. She’s the Martha Stewart of Yonville, praised precisely for her preoccupation with material things. Charles thinks “all the more highly of himself for possessing [sic] such a wife.” She, meanwhile, feels caged in “domestic mediocrity.”

No literary critic has stooped to notice that such an impressive job of housewifery, while easy to write about, requires on average sixteen-hour workdays seven days a week—even before a baby arrives. When Emma’s does, it’s a girl, crushing her hopes for a son (she knows quite well that “a man, at least, is free”). She longs to confide her “lifeless melancholy”—but there is no confidante; no husband sufficiently unsmug and unself-obsessed to listen; no priest (she seeks help there, only to be dismissed by the curé, who first ignores her presence, then ignores her distress). Most poignantly, she has no woman friend to validate her sense of asphyxiation; to answer, echo,  or debate her when she wonders aloud (as every wife at some point has): “My God, why did I get married?” Class boundaries are rigid, so the wet nurse to whom Emma must entrust her newborn cannot act in any solidarity. Emma’s sole confidant is her dog, which ought to make her despair over its loss less ludicrous than Flaubert and his critical acolytes assume. Still, she casts about, trying to be creative in her predicament. She studies Italian, rearranges furniture, reads history and philosophy, changes her hairstyle, has a minor nervous breakdown, starts to acknowledge rage. Forbidden the agency to act on her own life, Emma gradually learns patriarchy’s bitter, basic lesson: a woman may define herself—advance, function, be visible, even rebel—only through men.

And so we come to the lovers.

There are three, actually, each of whom betrays her. There’s Léon, the clerk with whom Emma shares an addiction to the circulating library. (And why is that library considered such a joke by the “lit crit” set? Anyone who’s lived outside major urban centers before the Internet age knows what a lifeline a circulating library could be; Emma’s mother-in-law recognizes its subversive power, convincing Charles to cancel Emma’s subscription.) The mild flirtation with Léon isn’t consummated initially, but Emma will return to him after surviving her first affair—with Rodolphe. Léon is fairly sincere and besotted. Rodolphe is neither. He deliberately seduces Emma, then finds her boring, his standard conquest pattern. What does she see in him? Reams have been written analyzing her frail moral sense, her melodramatic romanticism, her insipid lack of imagination, but the clear-sighted Emma we dare re-vision states it flatly: “You’re free,” she says, “and rich.” When he flirts, manipulating her presumed yearnings for a Byronic hero (“Don’t you know that there are certain souls in perpetual torment? They are constantly in need of . . . the most passionate of pleasures. . . .”), she responds with sharp insight into class and sex distinctions: “We poor women don’t even have that distraction.”

But after their first lovemaking, Emma does experience a sensation of revenge as heady as pleasure: she  has a lover, therefore she must be grown up; she has rebelled, therefore she must be free. As Andrea Dworkin has perceptively written about Madame Bovary, “Female freedom is defined strictly in terms of committing forbidden sexual acts.”4 That is a masculinist definition of sexual revolution, an androcentric fantasy of a “liberated” woman. It inevitably leads to “the loss of illusion, especially the illusion that love, sex, and sensation are the same as freedom.”5 As disillusion leaks in, Emma feels humiliated, subjugated, fearful of Rodolphe. Her “Do you love me?” questions begin—not because she’s by nature insatiable or insecure, but because by now her very self-definition depends on his love.

She does attempt a different kind of escape. Understanding that she’s an auxiliary to men, she tries to identify with Monsieur Homais, the pretentious apothecary she mistakes for an intellectual iconoclast because (fatuously spouting platitudes to rival Polonius) he postures himself an atheist and sophisticate. Emma, having by now transferred her ambitions to her husband, supports Homais’s quack medical proposal for an operation that might make their village (and Charles) famous. When this almost comic scheme fails hideously, ending in gangrene and amputation for the patient, both the “highly moral” Charles and the pompous Homais look the other way. It is “immoral” Emma who stubbornly demands that Charles provide the hapless victim of his ministrations with a wooden leg.

The spiral downward accelerates. Her loathing for Charles is now acute—yet she suspects Rodolphe will discard her, which he does. He practices the melodramatics critics attribute to her and, furthermore, does so cynically, flicking a fake teardrop of water at the farewell note he sends on abandoning her. In “chronic and complete wretchedness,” she collapses. But when she finally does manage to rally—there is Léon.

Like a ghostly soul encountering no mirror reflection, Emma knows that no one has ever really seen her. Léon convinces her (and himself) that he does. Consequently, with and for him she rises to new depths. All her creativity is now spent on ingenious deceit in concealing and financing this affair. Although critiques of Emma focus on her materialism, we see her sell treasured items and misuse funds for the sake of amorphous passion. But passion to Emma means more than sexual pleasure; it means being loved, which in turn means being seen: existing. Deep in debt, she nonetheless unmaterialistically claws her way to a ragged dignity in rejecting the proposition of a lecherous notary who could save her financially: “I am to be pitied, but I’m not for sale!” Bankruptcy looms, discovery of the affairs seems imminent. Léon will not help. Rodolphe, returned, will not help. Emma’s old terror, that her future would be a “dark corridor with a door locked at its end,” is coming true. Death is her sole route to freedom, and she treads it eagerly. But not before her last lover betrays her, too.

Emma’s yearning for Christ—a desire saturatingly perfumed in French Catholic sensuality—has been a refrain throughout. Dying, she addresses Christ with “the same fond words she had formerly murmured to her lover in the ecstasies of adultery,” pressing her lips to the body on the crucifix in “the most passionate kiss of love she had ever given.” Convulsing in her death agony, she almost attains spiritual peace—but that, too, is violated by the raucous song of the blind beggar outside her window. So she dies, at the last unlovely in her suffering, and all along unloved.

Charles, of course, did love—well, someone. But not Emma, whom he’d never beheld as a human being outside her domestic role. Learning later of her lovers, he actually manages to forgive—who? Rodolphe. Then Charles dies—abandoning his daughter to the fate of a child laborer in a cotton mill. Yet for his “goodness,” Mary McCarthy deemed him “the hero of the book,” and Flaubert’s defense lawyer termed him a “great and sublime man whose death is admirable.” Monsieur Homais, source of both the misinformation and the arsenic that destroy Emma, wins ironic approval, receiving the Legion of Honor. Rodolphe and Léon thrive as, we may presume, do Christ and the Church. Only Emma is  harshly—and not ironically—judged, though she has lived and died an outsider, as exiled from the world of power as the peasants she’d once glimpsed, their faces pressed hungrily against a window, staring in at a ball where she’d pathetically believed she was welcome to dance.

If only her creator had fully realized his character’s humanity and not lazily settled for her symbolic value as the incarnation of a class he despised! Flaubert coined a notoriously vitriolic axiom: “Hatred of the bourgeoisie is the beginning of all virtue,” yet allowed his attorney to defend Madame Bovary on grounds that it faithfully promulgated the moral values of that same bourgeoisie. Was he as hypocritical when, in his sycophantic correspondence with George Sand, he addressed her as “Chère Maître”? Or was he at least able to recognize his superior when he read her?

 

—ROBIN MORGAN




Madame Bovary




PART I




I 

We were studying when the headmaster came in, followed by a new boy, not yet wearing a school uniform, and a monitor carrying a large desk. Those of us who had been sleeping awoke, and we all stood up as if we had been interrupted in our work.

The headmaster motioned to us to sit down again; then, turning toward the teacher, he said in a low voice, “Monsieur Roger, here is a student I’m placing in your charge. He is starting in the fifth. If he does well, he will advance into the upper school, where he belongs at his age.”

Keeping himself in the corner behind the door so that you could hardly see him, the new arrival was a country boy, about fifteen years old and taller than any of us. His hair was cut straight across his forehead like a village choirboy’s; he looked sensible and very shy. Although he was not broad shouldered, his black-buttoned green suit seemed tight under the arms, and it revealed through the slits in his cuffs a pair of red wrists accustomed to going bare. His blue-stockinged legs emerged from yellowish trousers held up by suspenders. He wore heavy hobnail shoes, badly polished.

We began to recite our lessons. He concentrated with all his might, as attentive as if he were listening to a sermon, not even daring to cross his legs or lean on his elbow; and at two o’clock, when the bell rang, the teacher had to tell him to line up with us.

We were in the habit of throwing our caps to the floor on entering the classroom in order to free our hands. From the doorway you had to throw them under the  bench as soon as you entered so that you would hit the wall and raise a lot of dust. This was “the thing to do.”

But either the new boy had not noticed this game or he didn’t dare attempt it; he was still holding his cap on his knees when the prayer was over. It was one of those hybrid hats, in which you could find elements of a busby, a lancer cap, a bowler, an otterskin cap, and a nightcap, one of those poor concoctions whose mute ugliness contains depths of expression like the face of an imbecile. Egg shaped and stiffened with whalebone, it began with three circular sausage-like twists, then alternate diamonds of velvet and rabbit fur, separated by red bands; then came a sort of bag ending in a cardboard-lined polygon covered with complicated braiding from which a small crosspiece of gold threads dangled like a tassel at the end of a long, too thin cord. It was a new hat: the visor gleamed.

“Stand up,” said the teacher.

He stood up; the cap fell. The entire class began to laugh.

He stooped down and picked it up. His neighbor made it fall again by poking it with his elbow. He picked it up a second time.

“Get rid of your helmet,” said the teacher, who was a witty man.

There was a burst of laughter from the students. It rattled the poor boy so much that he didn’t know if he should keep the cap in his hand, leave it on the floor, or put it on his head. He sat down and placed it on his lap.

“Stand up,” said the teacher, “and tell me your name.”

The new boy stammered some unintelligible name.

“Once more!”

The same garbled syllables were heard, drowned by the hoots from the class.

“Louder,” shouted the teacher, “louder!”

The new boy, now mustering up all his courage, opened an abnormally large mouth and, as if he were calling someone, shouted at the top of his voice the word: Charbovari.

Pandemonium broke loose, rose to a roar punctuated by piercing shrieks (they shouted, howled, stamped their  feet, and kept repeating Charbovari! Charbovari!), then subsided to isolated sounds, died down with great difficulty, and flared up again suddenly on one bench along which there were still some muffled giggles, sputtering like a badly extinguished firecracker.

However, by dint of a shower of threats, order was slowly restored in class, and the teacher, who had managed to grasp the name of Charles Bovary by having it dictated, spelled out, and read over, immediately ordered the poor devil to sit in the dunce chair at the foot of the lecture desk. He started toward it, then hesitated.

“What are you looking for?” asked the teacher.

“My ca-a-p,” the new boy said timidly, looking anxiously around.

“Five hundred lines for the whole class!” shouted in a furious voice, like Neptune’s “Quos ego,” stopped a new outburst. “Quiet!” continued the angry teacher, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief that he had pulled from under his cap. “As for you, new boy, you will write the verb ridiculus sum twenty times.”

Then, in gentler tones: “You’ll find that cap of yours. No one’s stolen it.”

The room was calm again. Heads were bent over notebooks, and the new boy sat still for two hours, behaving in exemplary fashion despite the fact that from time to time a wad of paper launched with a penholder would hit him square in the face. He would merely wipe it off with his hand and remain motionless, his eyes lowered.

In the evening, during the study period, he pulled his cuff guards from his desk, arranged his meager possessions, and ruled his paper carefully. We noticed that he was working very diligently, looking all the words up in the dictionary and taking a lot of pains. The even temper he displayed was undoubtedly what kept him from being sent down to the lower class, for while he knew the rules passably, he had absolutely no grace in his style. The priest of his village had started him on his Latin, his parents having kept him out of school until the last possible moment in order to save money.

 

His father, Monsieur Charles-Denis-Bartholomé Bovary, ex-aide to a surgeon major, had been implicated  about 1812 in some conscription scandal and had been forced to leave the service. He then exploited his personable appearance to acquire a dowry of sixty thousand francs offered by a hosier for his daughter, a girl who had fallen in love with his good looks. A handsome, boastful fellow, jingling his spurs, with sideburns trimmed to meet his mustache, fingers always adorned with rings, and clothes in lively colors, he seemed to combine the looks of a warrior with the easygoing ways of a traveling salesman. After the marriage he lived on his wife’s fortune for two or three years, eating well, sleeping late in the morning, smoking huge porcelain pipes, never coming home in the evening until after the theater, and frequenting cafés. His father-in-law died, leaving very little. He was furious about it, took a fling at manufacturing, lost a bit of money, and then retired to the country, where he hoped to make the land pay off. But since he understood as little about farming as he did about calico, since he rode his horses instead of working them, drank his cider in bottles instead of selling it in barrels, ate the choicest poultry in his barnyard and greased his hunting boots with his pigs’ lard, he soon realized that it was better to give up any hope of profit from that quarter.

He managed to rent, for two hundred francs a year, a sort of lodging, half farm, half country home, in a village on the border between Picardy and Caux. Unhappy, consumed with regrets, filled with resentment against fate and envy of his fellow men, he shut himself away at the age of forty-five, disgusted with mankind, he claimed, and determined to live in peace.

His wife loved him madly at first; she showed her love with a thousand gestures of servility, which estranged him even further from her. Once lively, expansive, and generous, she had become difficult, shrill voiced, and nervous as she grew older, like uncorked wine which turns to vinegar. At first she suffered in silence when he spent evenings running after all the village trollops, only to be brought back to her late at night, dead drunk, from various places of ill repute. Then her pride asserted itself. But she still said nothing, stifling her rage with a mute stoicism that she was to maintain until her death.  She kept herself busy with various things, mainly business matters. She consulted the lawyers, or the magistrate, remembered when bills fell due, obtained postponements. At home she ironed, sewed, washed, kept an eye on the workers, and settled their accounts, while the master of the house, without a worry in the world, perpetually sunk in a sullen torpor from which he roused himself only to make insulting remarks, remained by the fireside smoking and spitting into the ashes.

When she gave birth to a child, she had to send him out to nurse. After he was brought back home, he was spoiled like a prince. His mother stuffed him with candies; his father let him run around without shoes and, aping the philosophers, even claimed it was all right for him to run around nude, like a young animal. In opposition to her maternal instincts, he conceived the notion of a manly childhood, which he tried to impose on his son; he wanted the boy brought up austerely, Spartan fashion, in order to develop a strong constitution. He sent him to bed in an unheated room and taught him to gulp down large amounts of rum and shout insults at church processions. But the child, mild tempered by nature, responded badly to his efforts. His mother was always dragging him around with her; she would cut out paper dolls for him, tell him stories, and involve herself in endless monologues full of melancholy humor and baby talk. In the loneliness of her life she lavished all her thwarted ambitions on this childish head. She dreamed about important positions, could already see him grown up, handsome, witty, a successful civil engineer or magistrate. She taught him to read and even to sing two or three little ballads, accompanying him on her old piano. But Monsieur Bovary, caring little about education, kept saying that none of this was worth the trouble. Would they ever have the money to support him in the government schools, buy him a post, or set him up in business? Besides, “If a man has enough nerve, he’ll always succeed in the world.” Madame Bovary bit her lips, and the child wandered about the village.

He would follow the farmhands and scare off the  crows by throwing clumps of earth at them. He ate the blackberries growing along the ditches, minded the turkeys with a stick, pitched hay during harvesttime, and ran through the woods. He played hopscotch under the church porch on rainy days and begged the sexton to let him ring the bells on holidays so that he could pull on the heavy cord with all his might and swing along as the bell clanged.

And so he grew like an oak. His hands developed strength, his complexion a healthy color.

When he was twelve, his mother arranged for him to begin his studies. The parish priest was given the assignment. But the lessons were so short and so badly organized that they did no real good. They were given in haste at odd moments in the vestry, while he remained standing, between a baptism and a burial; or sometimes the priest would send for his pupil after the Angelus, when he didn’t have to go out. They would go up to his room and settle down; the gnats and moths would fly around the candle. It would be warm, and the child would doze off; and the good priest, folding his hands over his belly, would soon start snoring with his mouth agape. Other times, when the curé, returning from administering the sacrament to some ailing soul, chanced on Charles running wild through the countryside, he would call him, lecture him for a quarter of an hour, and take advantage of the occasion to make him conjugate his verbs at the foot of a tree. The rain or some passerby would interrupt them. In general he was rather pleased with the boy, even saying that the “young lad” had a good memory.

Charles’s education could not stop there. His mother was firm about it. Ashamed, or rather, worn out, his father gave in without a fight, and they waited one more year until the boy had made his first Communion.

Six months more went by; the next year Charles was finally sent off to school in Rouen toward the end of October, at about the time of the Saint-Romain fair. His father even accompanied him.

None of us now can remember anything about him. He was a mild-tempered boy who played during recess, worked in study periods, listened in class, slept soundly  in the dormitory, and ate heartily in the dining hall. His local guardian was a man who had a wholesale hardware business on the Rue Ganterie. The guardian took him out one Sunday a month, after the store was closed, sent him for a walk down to the quay to look at the boats, then took him back to school by seven, before supper. Every Thursday evening he wrote a long letter to his mother in red ink and sealed it with three wafers; then he skimmed his history notebooks or read an old volume of the philosopher Anacharsis that happened to be in the study hall. When he went out walking, he would chat with the servant who, like himself, came from the country.

He managed to stay in the middle of his class by working very hard; once he even won an “honorable mention” in natural history. But at the end of his third year his parents took him out of school to study medicine, convinced that he could win his school degree by studying on his own.

His mother chose a room for him on the fourth floor of a house that belonged to a dyer she knew. It overlooked the Eau-de-Robec. She made arrangements for his room and board, bought furniture—a table and two chairs—and sent him an old cherrywood bedstead from home. She also purchased a small cast-iron stove and enough wood to keep her poor child warm. She left after a week, having given him a thousand lectures about being on his best behavior now that he was going to be left to his own devices.

The courses that were listed on the bulletin board terrified him: anatomy, pathology, physiology, pharmacology, chemistry, botany, clinical medicine, and therapy, not to mention hygiene and materia medica, all names of whose etymology he was ignorant and that loomed like majestic shadows in temple doors.

He understood nothing. No matter how hard he listened, he just couldn’t grasp the subject. Yet he worked hard, he acquired bound notebooks, went to all his lectures, did not miss one single class. He managed his daily assignment of work like a millhorse who trots around in blinkers, unaware of what he is grinding.

To save him money, his mother would send some  baked veal by the carrier each week. He would lunch on it in the morning when he came back from the hospital, stamping his feet against the wall as he ate. Then he had to run off to his lessons in the lecture hall or at the hospital and would return home later through the maze of streets. After the meager evening meal his landlord gave him, he would climb back up to his room and start working again, his damp clothes steaming on his body before the glowing stove.

During the lovely summer evenings, at the hour when the warm streets are empty and the maids play shuttlecock on the doorsteps, he would open his window and look out, leaning on his elbow. The river, which makes this section of Rouen a poor version of Venice, flowed below him, yellow, violet, or blue beneath its bridges and its railings. Workmen leaning over the edge would wash their arms in the water. Skeins of cotton dried in the air; they were suspended on poles projecting from the lofts above. Opposite, above the rooftops, the red sun was setting in the unclouded expanse of sky. How good it must be back home under the beeches! And he would open his nostrils wide, trying to breathe in the good country air that did not reach him.

He grew thin and tall, and his face acquired a sort of mournful expression that made it almost interesting.

Gradually, out of indifference, he managed to forget all his resolutions. Once he missed his hospital round, the next day a class. Enjoying his idleness, he did not go back.

He formed the habit of going to the café and acquired a passion for dominoes. To be cooped up each evening in a filthy public room in order to click small sheep bones marked with black dots on the marble tables seemed to him a precious act of liberty that heightened his self-esteem.

It was an initiation into the world, an access to forbidden pleasures. When he entered he would place his hand on the doorknob with an almost sensual joy. So many of his repressed feelings expanded; he learned songs by heart and sang them to entertain the women present, developed a taste for Béranger, learned how to make punch, and finally how to make love.

Having neglected his studies, he completely failed the test for health officer. And he was expected home that very evening to celebrate his success!

He set out on foot and stopped at the village outskirts, where he asked someone to summon his mother; he told her the whole story. She made excuses for him, blamed the failure on the unfairness of the examiners, and cheered him up a bit, taking it on herself to arrange matters. Only five years later did Monsieur Bovary learn the truth; by then he accepted it as ancient history. Moreover, he was unable to accept the fact that a son of his might be a fool.

So Charles went back to work and prepared unceasingly for his examination. He memorized all the questions beforehand and passed with a decent grade. It was a happy day for his mother. They celebrated with a big dinner party.

Where would he practice? In Tostes. There was only one old doctor there. Madame Bovary had been watching out for his death for a long time, and the good soul had barely expired when Charles moved in across the street as his successor.

But it was not enough to have raised her son, arranged for him to study medicine, and discovered Tostes for him to practice in. He needed a wife. She found him one: the widow of a Dieppe bailiff, who was forty-five years old and had an income of twelve hundred pounds.

Although she was ugly, thin as a rail, and had as many pimples as the springtime has buds, Madame Dubuc was not lacking in suitors. In order to achieve her goal Mother Bovary had to overcome them all, and she even frustrated quite cleverly the intrigues of a pork butcher whose suit was being supported by the priests.

Charles had hoped for better days following his marriage. He assumed he would be freer to choose his own actions and spend his money as he pleased. But his wife was the ruler; he had to watch what he said and didn’t say in public, eat fish on Friday, dress as she prescribed, and harass the patients who didn’t pay. She would open his letters, spy on his whereabouts, and listen behind the partition when there were women in his consulting room.

She had to have her chocolate every morning and constantly demanded various services. She complained incessantly about her nerves, her chest, her moods. She couldn’t stand the sound of footsteps; if he went away she couldn’t bear solitude; if he hovered near her it was surely in order to see her die. When Charles came home in the evening, she would extend her long thin arms out from under the sheets, twine them around his neck, and make him sit down on the edge of the bed in order to begin telling him her worries; he was forgetting her, he was in love with someone else! She had been rightly forewarned that she would be unhappy; and she would end by asking him for some medicine for her health and a bit more love.




II 

One night at about eleven, they were awakened by the sound of a horse stopping right at their door. The maid opened the attic window and spoke for some time with a man below. He had come for the doctor; he had a letter. Nastasie shivered as she went down the stairs; she unlocked the door and drew all the bolts. The man left his horse and walked into the house, following right behind the maid. He pulled a letter, wrapped in a piece of fabric, from his gray-tasseled woolen cap and gingerly presented it to Charles, who propped his elbow on the pillow to read it. Nastasie held the lamp near the bed. Madame remained facing the wall out of modesty and showed only her back.

The letter, sealed with a dab of blue wax, begged Monsieur Bovary to come immediately to Les Bertaux to set a broken leg. Now, it is a good fourteen miles from Tostes to Les Bertaux by way of Longueville and Saint-Victor. The night was dark. Madame Bovary was afraid some accident might befall her husband. Therefore it was decided that the stableboy would go ahead of him. Charles would leave three hours later, when the  moon would be visible. They would send a boy to meet him, show him the road to the farm, and open the fence gates for him.

About four A.M. Charles, well wrapped in his cloak, set out for Les Bertaux. Still drowsy from the warmth of sleep, he let himself be rocked by the gentle trot of his horse. When she stopped of her own accord before the holes surrounded by thornbush that are dug at the ends of the furrows, Charles would awake with a start and, quickly remembering the broken leg, try to recall all the fractures he knew. The rain had stopped. Daylight was starting to appear. Birds virtually motionless on the branches of the leafless apple trees were ruffling their tiny feathers in the cold morning wind. The flat countryside stretched out as far as the eye could see, and the clusters of trees surrounding the farms made regular patches of dark purple against the large gray surface that blended at the horizon into the dull tone of the sky. Charles would open his eyes from time to time; then, his mind tiring, and falling asleep against his will, he soon entered into a sort of drowsy state in which his recent sensations mingled with memories. He saw himself as two people at one and the same time, student and husband, lying in his bed as he just had been, and crossing an operating room as in the old days. The warm smell of poultices blended in his head with the fresh odor of dew; he heard the iron rings tinkling on the curtain rods of the ward beds and saw his wife sleeping. As he passed through Vassonville, he noticed a boy sitting on the grass at the edge of a ditch.

“Are you the doctor?” the child asked. And, at Charles’s answer, he picked up his wooden shoes in his hand and began to run ahead of him.

As he rode along, the doctor gathered from his guide’s talk that Monsieur Rouault must be a very prosperous farmer. He had broken his leg the evening before, coming home from a Twelfth Night celebration at a neighbor’s. His wife had died two years ago. There was no one with him but his daughter, who helped him keep house.

The ruts were becoming deeper. They were approaching Les Bertaux. The little boy slipped through a space in the hedge and disappeared, then came back to the edge  of a courtyard to open the gate. The horse skidded on the wet grass. Charles bent his head to pass under the branches. The watchdogs in the kennel barked and pulled at their chains. As he entered Les Bertaux, his horse became frightened and stumbled.

It was an impressive farm. In the stables, over the open doors, big workhorses could be seen feeding leisurely at their new mangers. A large dunghill extended along the buildings; liquid manure oozed from it and, among the hens and turkeys, five or six peacocks, considered luxuries in Caux farmyards, were foraging on top. The sheepfold was long, the barn high ceilinged, with walls smooth as a woman’s hand. In the shed there were two large carts and four plows complete with their whips, shafts, and harnesses. The blue wool fleeces were becoming soiled from the fine dust falling from the lofts. The yard, its trees planted equidistant from one another, sloped upward, and the gay cackle of a flock of geese came from the pond.

A young woman in a blue wool dress trimmed with three flounces came out to the threshold of the door to receive Monsieur Bovary, and she invited him into the kitchen, where a large fire was blazing. The farmhands’ dinner was boiling around it, in small pots of varying sizes. Some damp garments were drying inside the fireplace. The shovel, tongs, and the nozzle of the bellows, all huge, shone like polished steel, and an abundant supply of kitchen utensils hung along the walls, reflecting here and there the clear flame of the hearth, mingled with the first rays of the sun that were piercing through the windowpanes.

Charles went up to the second floor to see the patient. He found him in his bed, perspiring under the covers, his cotton nightcap thrown far from the bed. He was a short, heavy man of fifty, with white skin and blue eyes; he was bald on the forepart of his head and wore earrings. On a chair at his side he had a large decanter of brandy, from which he kept pouring himself drinks to keep his spirits up, but as soon as he saw the doctor, his excitement subsided, and instead of swearing as he had been doing for the last twelve hours, he began to moan feebly.

It was an extremely simple fracture, with no complications whatsoever. Charles couldn’t have wished for an easier one. Then, remembering the bedside manners of his teachers, he comforted the patient with all sorts of kind words—medical caresses like the oil used on scalpels. A bundle of laths to be used for splints was brought up from the cart shed. Charles selected one from the pack, cut it in pieces, and planed it with a piece of broken glass while the maid was ripping sheets to make bandages. Mademoiselle Emma, the daughter, was about to sew some pads. Her father became impatient when it took her too long to find her workbox. She made no comment. But as she sewed she pricked her fingers and then put them into her mouth to suck them.

Charles was surprised at the whiteness of her nails. They gleamed, were finely tapered, cleaner than Dieppe ivories, and almond shaped. Her hand was not attractive, however, perhaps not white enough and slightly dry at the knuckles; also, it was too long and lacked softness in its outlines. Her real beauty was in her eyes; although they were brown, they seemed black because of the lashes, and she would look at you frankly, with bold candor.

The bandages in place, the doctor was invited by Monsieur Rouault himself to “have a bite” before leaving.

Charles went downstairs to the dining room on the ground floor. Two settings, with silver goblets, had been laid on a small table at the foot of a large bed with Turkish figures printed on its cotton canopy. An odor of iris and damp sheets emanated from the tall oak cupboard facing the window. On the floor, in the corners, were sacks of grain stacked upright. This was the surplus from the nearby granary, connected by three stone steps. A charcoal portrait of Minerva in a gilt frame, on the bottom of which was written in Gothic lettering, “To my darling Papa,” served as decoration for the room. It hung on a nail in the middle of a green wall whose paint was scaling off from the effects of saltpeter.

At first they discussed the patient, then the weather, the cold spells, the wolves roaming the fields at night. Mademoiselle Rouault did not like the country at all, especially now that she was almost solely responsible for  the care of the farm. As the room was chilly, she shivered a little while eating. This caused her full lips to part slightly. She had a habit of biting them when she wasn’t talking.

She wore a white, turned-down collar. Her black hair was parted down the middle. The two sections, so smooth that each seemed to be one solid mass, were separated by a thin part that curved downward slightly along with the curve of the head. Barely revealing the tip of the ear, the hair was gathered behind in a thick bun with waves at the temples, which the country doctor was seeing for the first time in his life. Her cheeks were rosy. She wore a mannish-style tortoiseshell lorgnon tucked in between two buttons of her bodice.

When Charles, after going upstairs to say good-bye to Monsieur Rouault, came back into the room before leaving, he found her standing up, forehead pressed against the window, looking into the garden, where the bean props had been knocked down by the wind. She turned around.

“Are you looking for something?” she asked.

“My riding crop, please,” he answered.

He began rummaging on the bed, behind the doors, under the chairs. It had fallen to the ground between the sacks and the wall. Mademoiselle Emma saw it and leaned over the sacks of wheat. Charles dashed over out of courtesy, and as he extended his hand in the same gesture, he sensed his chest brush against the back of the girl bending beneath him. She stood up with a blush and looked at him over her shoulder as she gave him his crop.

Instead of returning to Les Bertaux three days later, as he had promised, he appeared the very next day, then regularly twice a week, not counting the unscheduled visits that he paid from time to time as if by accident.

Everything was going well. The injury was healing properly, and when, at the end of forty-six days, old man Rouault was seen trying to walk by himself in his room, people began to consider Monsieur Bovary a very talented man. Old Rouault said that he wouldn’t have been treated better by the most prominent doctors of Yvetot or even of Rouen.

As for Charles, he didn’t try to ask himself why he  came to Les Bertaux with pleasure. Had he thought about it he would no doubt have attributed his zeal to the seriousness of the case or perhaps to the fee he anticipated from it. Was that the reason, however, why his visits to the farm came as a delightful change to the dull occupations of his life? On those days he arose early in the morning and left at a gallop, urging his horse on; then he would alight to wipe his feet on the grass and pull on his black gloves before going in. He liked to see himself arrive in the courtyard, to feel the gate giving way against his shoulder and the rooster crowing on the wall, the farmhands coming to meet him. He loved the barn and the stables; he liked old Rouault, who would keep patting his hand while calling him his savior; he loved the sound of Mademoiselle Emma’s small wooden shoes against the scrubbed kitchen tiles; their high heels increased her height a little, and when she walked in front of him, the wooden soles, lifting up rapidly, would make a sharp clack against the leather of the boot.

She would always walk him back to the first step of the porch. If his horse had not yet been brought around, she would remain there. They had said good-bye to each other and were no longer chatting; the fresh air would envelop her, blowing the little wisps of hair on her nape in all directions or moving over her hips the strings of her apron, which were twisting like streamers. One time during a thaw, moisture was trickling from the tree bark in the yard; the snow on the roofs of the buildings was melting. She stood on the threshold, then went to fetch her parasol and opened it. The sun came through the dove-colored silk parasol, its rays moving over the white skin of her face. She smiled beneath it at the mild warmth of the season, and you could hear drops of water, one by one, falling on the taut-stretched silk.

During the first weeks that Charles frequented Les Bertaux, his wife did not fail to keep herself informed about the patient. She had even chosen a lovely white page for Monsieur Rouault in the double-entry account book. But when she heard that he had a daughter, she sought information; and she learned that Mademoiselle Rouault, brought up in a convent of the Ursuline order, had received, as they say, a good education—as a result,  she knew dancing, geography, drawing, tapestry weaving, and piano playing. It was just too much!

“So that’s the reason he looks so radiant when he goes to see her,” she told herself; “that’s why he puts on his new waistcoat, at the risk of soiling it in the rain. Oh, that woman! That woman!”

And she hated her instinctively. At first she contented herself with allusions. Charles didn’t understand them. Then, by casual comments that he let pass for fear of a storm; finally, by point-blank insults, to which he did not know how to reply. Why did he keep going back to Les Bertaux if Monsieur Rouault was well and those people hadn’t even paid yet? Aha! It was because there was someone there, someone who knew the art of conversation, an embroideress, a person of wit. That was what he liked; he needed city girls! And she resumed her attack: “Rouault’s daughter, a city girl! Come now! Their grand-father was a shepherd and they have a cousin who barely escaped being hauled into court for some misdeed he committed during an argument. It’s not necessary to show off so much or appear in church on Sunday with a silk dress like a countess. Besides, that poor man would have found it quite hard to pay his bills without last year’s rapeseed crop!”

Charles stopped going to Les Bertaux, out of inertia. Heloise had made him swear, his hand on his prayer book, that he would no longer go there—after many sobs and kisses and a great explosion of love. So he obeyed; but the boldness of his desire protested against the servility of his conduct, and with a sort of naïve hypocrisy, he concluded that his being forbidden to see her gave him the right to love her. And besides, the widow was skinny; her teeth were elongated; she wore in season and out a small black shawl the ends of which reached down between her shoulder blades; her angular body was encased in straight, narrow dresses, too short, that revealed her ankles with the ribbons of her big shoes crossed over gray stockings.

Charles’s mother came to see them from time to time, but at the end of a few days the daughter-in-law seemed to infect her with her own sharpness. Then, like two scissors, they would cut into him with their comments  and their observations. He was wrong to eat so much! Why always offer a drink to the first comer? How stubborn not to wear flannel!

At the beginning of spring, a notary of Ingouville, the holder of the Widow Dubuc’s money, ran off one fine day, taking along with him all the funds in his custody. Heloise still had, it is true, her house on the Rue Saint-François plus a share in a boat valued at six thousand francs; and yet, out of all that fortune, about which so much noise had been made, nothing but a bit of furniture and some old clothes had turned up in the Bovary household. It was necessary to look into the matter. The Dieppe house turned out to be mortgaged down to its foundations; God alone knew what she had deposited with the notary, and the share in the boat did not exceed three thousand francs. So the good lady had lied. In his exasperation, Monsieur Bovary senior smashed a chair against the paving stones and accused his wife of having caused their son’s unhappiness by harnessing him to such an old workhorse, whose harness wasn’t worth its skin. They went to Tostes. There were explanations, scenes. Heloise, in tears, threw herself into her husband’s arms and begged him to defend her against his parents. Charles tried to speak on her behalf. They became angry and left.

But the damage was done. Eight days later, as she was hanging out the wash in the yard, she began to spit up blood. The next day, while Charles had turned his back to her in order to draw the curtain, she said “Oh God!” sighed, and passed away. She was dead! How strange!

When services at the cemetery were over, Charles came back home. He found no one downstairs; he went up to the first floor, into her room, and saw her dress still hanging at the foot of the alcove. Then, leaning against the writing desk, he remained lost in a sad reverie until evening. She had loved him, after all.

 


III 

One morning old Rouault came to pay Charles for setting his leg: seventy-five francs in forty-sou pieces plus a turkey. He had heard about his misfortune and consoled him as best he could.

“I know what it is,” he said, patting him on the shoulder; “I was also like you. When I lost my poor wife, I would go into the woods to be all alone, I would sink down at the foot of a tree and cry or call out to God to tell him all sorts of foolish things. I wanted to be like the moles I saw in the branches, with worms crawling in their bellies. In a word, dead. And when I remembered that others at that very moment were holding their beloved wives in their arms, I would beat my stick into the ground with fury. I was half crazy. I stopped eating. The mere idea of going to the café repelled me. You wouldn’t believe it. And then, slowly, as one day followed another, springtime replaced winter, and autumn summer, it dwindled away bit by bit, crumb by crumb. It went away, and disappeared. It went inside, I mean, because you always retain something deep down, a sort of heaviness here, in the chest. But since we all share that fate, we mustn’t let ourselves waste away hoping to die because others are dead. You must cheer up, Monsieur Bovary; it will pass! Come visit us. My daughter thinks about you quite often, you know. She says that you’re forgetting her. Spring is almost here. You can shoot a rabbit in the warren. It will distract you a bit.”

Charles heeded his advice and returned to Les Bertaux. He found everything exactly as it had been five months before. The pear trees were already blossoming, and good-natured Rouault, back on his feet now, was all over the place, making the farm that much livelier.

He believed it his duty to lavish all possible attention on the doctor because of his recent bereavement: he told  him not to take his hat off, spoke to him in a low voice as if he had been ill, and even pretended to become angry that the food prepared for him wasn’t a bit lighter than that for the others—such as small pots of cream or stewed pears. He would tell him stories. To Charles’s surprise, he would hear himself laugh, but the sudden thought of his wife would make him gloomy. Then they would serve coffee and he would no longer think about her.

He thought less about her as he became accustomed to living alone. The new pleasure of independence soon made solitude more bearable. He could change his eating hours now, come or go without explanations, and stretch out over the entire bed when he was very tired. So he coddled and pampered himself and accepted the consolations that were offered him. Besides, his wife’s death had not served him badly in his profession, since people had repeated for a month, “The poor young man. How sad.” His reputation had spread, his clientele increased. And he went to Les Bertaux whenever he felt like it. He felt an undefined hope, a vague happiness. As he brushed his sideburns in front of the mirror, he found his face more pleasing.

One day he arrived there about three o’clock. They were all out in the field. He entered the kitchen but didn’t see Emma at first. The shutters were closed. The sun’s rays, coming through the wooden slats, became long thin stripes that shattered upon contact with the furniture and quivered on the ceiling. Flies were climbing up the glasses that had been set out on the table. They buzzed as they drowned in the leftover cider. The daylight coming in through the fireplace made the soot on the hearth look like velvet and turned the cold ashes slightly blue. Emma sat sewing between the window and the fireplace. She wasn’t wearing a shawl and he could see tiny drops of perspiration on her bare shoulders.

As was the custom in the country, she asked him if he would like a drink. He refused. She insisted and finally suggested, with a laugh, that he take a glass of liqueur with her. She went to look for a bottle of curaçao in the cupboard, reached for two small glasses, filled one to the top, poured just a bit in the other, and brought it to her  mouth after they had touched glasses. Since it was almost empty, she leaned back to drink, and with her head tilted, lips pouting in readiness and neck extended, she laughed because she wasn’t tasting anything, and the tip of her tongue, passing between her finely formed teeth, licked the bottom of the glass daintily.

She sat down again and picked up her work, a white cotton stocking she was mending. She sewed with her forehead lowered and said nothing. Charles was also silent. A gust of air blew in under the door and scattered a little dust over the tiles. As he watched it float along, he could only hear the pounding inside his head and the far-off cry of a hen laying an egg in the barnyard. Emma would occasionally cool her cheeks by placing her palms against them, then she would cool the palms against the metal knobs of the big andirons.

She complained that she had been suffering from dizzy spells since the beginning of the season and asked if ocean bathing would help her. She started chatting about the convent, Charles about his school. It seemed easy to talk. They went up to her room. She showed him her old music notebooks, the small books she had received as prizes, and the oak-leaf wreaths lying forgotten at the bottom of the wardrobe. She spoke to him again about her mother, and about the cemetery, and even showed him the flower bed in the garden from which she picked flowers the first Friday of every month for her grave. But their gardener didn’t understand a thing about his job. You just couldn’t get good servants! She would adore living in the city even if only in the winter, although the country was possibly even more boring in the summer because of the long days. Her voice reflected her various topics of conversation; it would be clear and sharp or, suddenly becoming listless, would drag out its inflections until it ended almost in murmurs, and she would be talking to herself. Sometimes the voice would be joyous, and naïvely she would open wide her eyes; then the eyelids would droop, she would look terribly bored, and her thoughts would wander.

On the way home in the evening Charles analyzed everything she had said, trying to remember it all, to complete the meaning, to become acquainted with that  portion of her life she had spent before he met her. But he could never imagine her differently from the way he had seen her the first time, or as the girl he had just left. Then he wondered what would become of her if she got married. And to whom? Alas! Her father was quite rich and she was so lovely! But Emma’s face kept coming back before his eyes, and something monotonous, like the sound of a spinning top, hummed in his ears: “Suppose you did get married! Suppose you did!” He couldn’t sleep that night. His throat was constricted, dry. He arose to take a drink from his water jug and opened the window. The sky was filled with stars. There was a warm wind blowing. Dogs were barking in the distance. He turned his head in the direction of Les Bertaux.

Thinking that, after all, he wasn’t risking anything, Charles made up his mind to propose when the occasion presented itself; but each time that it did, the fear of not finding any of the right words kept his lips sealed.

Old man Rouault would not have been sorry to be rid of his daughter, who was of little help to him in the house. Inwardly he forgave her, feeling that she was too intelligent for farming—an accursed occupation in which one never found a millionaire. Far from having made a fortune at it, Rouault kept losing money each year. Although he excelled in the marketplace, where the wily bargaining amused him, he was not at all suited for actual farming and the running of the household. He was not generous with his money but spared no expense for anything having to do with his personal life: he wanted to be well fed, sufficiently warm, and comfortably bedded down. He liked his cider full bodied, his legs of lamb rare, and his coffee well mixed with brandy. He ate his meals alone in the kitchen, facing the fire, on a small table that was brought to him preset, as in the theater.

Also, having noticed Charles blushing in his daughter’s presence—which meant that one of these days he would be asked for her hand in marriage—he thought about the matter in advance. He found Charles rather puny and not the sort of son-in-law he had hoped for; but he was reputed to be of steady character, thrifty and well educated, and he would surely not haggle too much  about the dowry. And so, since old man Rouault was going to be forced to sell twenty-two acres of his property, since he was heavily in debt to the mason and to the harnessmaker, since the winepress shaft had to be repaired, he told himself, “If he asks me for her, I’ll consent.”

At Michaelmas Charles came to spend three days at Les Bertaux. The last day passed like the preceding ones. He kept putting the matter off from one quarter of an hour to the next. Monsieur Rouault set him on his way. They were walking along an empty road and were about to say good-bye. It was the moment. Charles gave himself until they reached the hedge and finally, after they had passed it, murmured, “Sir, I would like very much to tell you something.”

They stopped walking. Charles said no more.

“Tell me your story! Don’t I know it all?” Rouault said, laughing affectionately.

“Father Rouault—Father Rouault,” Charles stammered.

“I couldn’t ask for anything better,” the farmer continued. “And although the little one no doubt agrees, we have to ask her anyway. You go along. I’ll go home now. Now listen carefully; if it’s yes, you won’t have to return, because people might notice, and besides, she’ll be too excited. But so that you won’t worry, I’ll open the window shutter all the way. You’ll be able to see it if you turn around and lean over the hedge.” And he went off.

Charles tied his horse to a tree. He stationed himself in the path and waited. A half hour went by, then he counted nineteen minutes on his watch. Suddenly there was a noise against the wall: the shutter had been turned out; the catch was still rattling.

He was at the farm at nine the next morning. Emma blushed when he entered, but tried to smile a little to hide her confusion. Old man Rouault kissed his future son-in-law. They postponed discussing financial arrangements. They had time enough, since the marriage couldn’t with any decency take place before Charles’s mourning period was over, and that was around springtime of the following year.

So they waited for the winter to pass. Mademoiselle  Rouault busied herself with her trousseau. Part of it was ordered in Rouen, and she herself made some shifts and nightcaps, copying them from borrowed fashion patterns. During Charles’s visits to the farm, they would talk about the preparations for the wedding, wonder what room to prepare the dinner in, dream about the number of dishes they would need and what they would serve.

Emma wanted to get married by torchlight at the unusual hour of midnight, but old man Rouault could not understand this notion at all. And so a wedding took place, to which forty-three people came and sat at the table for sixteen hours. It began again the next day and continued to a lesser extent the following days.




IV 

The guests arrived early in their vehicles: one-horse carts, two-wheeled charabancs, old cabriolets lacking hoods, and delivery vans with leather curtains. The young people from the nearest villages came in wagons in which they were standing in rows, holding on to the rails to keep from falling, moving at a trot and jolted about. They came from twenty-five miles off, from Goderville, Normanville, and Cany. All the relatives from each side had been invited; they had made up with estranged friends; they had written to long-lost acquaintances.

From time to time, whiplashes could be heard from behind the hedge. Soon the gate would open and a cart would come in. Galloping up to the foot of the steps, it would stop short and pour out its passengers, who would exit from each side rubbing their knees and stretching their arms. The ladies, in bonnets, wore city-style dresses, gold watch chains, capes with the ends tucked into their belts, or small colored scarves attached in back with a pin and revealing the napes of their necks. The boys, dressed like their fathers, seemed uncomfortable in their new suits (many of them were wearing boots for  the first time in their lives). At their sides you could see, not breathing a word, in the white dress of her first Communion lengthened for the occasion, some cousin or older sister, ruddy faced, bewildered, hair greased with rose pomade, and terribly frightened of soiling her gloves. Since there weren’t enough stableboys to unhitch all the horses, the gentlemen rolled up their sleeves and attended to it themselves. They wore, according to their social position, suits, frock coats, jackets, or waistcoats; good suits, which received all the care of the family and left the closet only for solemn occasions; frock coats with large tails floating in the wind, cylindrical collars, and pockets as big as sacks; jackets of coarse cloth, usually worn with caps that had copper rims on the visors; very short waistcoats, with two buttons in the back as close together as eyes and tails that looked as if they were carved from one piece of wood by the carpenter’s ax. Still others (but these people, obviously, would be eating at the lower end of the table) wore holiday blouses, with collars turned down over the shoulders, backs gathered in tiny pleats, and a very low waistline marked with a sewn-on belt.

And the shirts bulged over the chests like breastplates. Everyone was freshly shorn, ears sticking out of heads. All were close shaven; some, having risen before dawn, and not seeing clearly how to shave, had diagonal gashes under their noses or, along the jaws, skinned-off areas the size of three-franc pieces, which had been inflamed by the open air on the way and which, with their pink patches, gave a marbled effect to all those fat, white, shiny faces.

The mayor’s chambers being a mile or so from the farm, they went there on foot and came back the same way after the ceremony at the church. The procession, at first holding together like a colored scarf waving in the countryside, all along the narrow path winding through the fields of unripe corn, soon grew longer and separated into different groups, many lagging behind to chat. The fiddler led the way with his violin decorated with ribbon rosettes; the bride and groom followed, then relatives and friends in no special order, and the children stayed in the rear, enjoying themselves by plucking the  ears of young oat shoots or by playing games and hiding. Emma’s dress, too long, was dragging a little at the bottom; she would stop once in a while to pick it up, and then, delicately, with her gloved fingers, she would pull off the blades of wild grass and thistle burrs while Charles would wait with empty hands until she had finished. Old Rouault, a new silk hat on his head and the cuffs of his black suit covering his hands up to his fingernails, offered his arm to Madame Bovary senior. As for Monsieur Bovary senior, feeling contempt for all these people, he had come dressed simply in a single-breasted frock coat of a military cut and was telling off-color jokes to a fair-haired young farm girl. She curtseyed and blushed and didn’t know what to answer. The other wedding guests talked about business matters or played little pranks on one another, anticipating the gaiety in advance. By listening carefully one could still hear the fiddler scraping away as he continued to play along the road. When he noticed that they were far behind him, he stopped to catch his breath, waxed his bow thoroughly with resin so that the strings would respond better, and then began to walk again, raising and lowering the neck of his fiddle in order to keep good time for himself. The noise of the instrument frightened the little birds away.

The table was set in the cart shed. On it there were four sirloins, six chicken fricassees, some stewed veal, three legs of lamb, and, in the middle, a fine roast suckling pig, flanked by four pork sausages and cooked with sorrel. In the corners there were decanters filled with brandy. The bottled sweet cider was frothing thickly around the corks, and all the glasses had already been filled to the brim with wine. Huge platters of yellow custard that quivered at the slightest movement of the table had the initials of the new couple traced on their smooth surface in arabesques of sugared almonds. They had gone to Yvetot to find a baker for the pastry and the nougats. As he was a newcomer to the area, he had taken special pains; and he brought for dessert with his own hands a layered cake that elicited loud hurrahs. The base was a square of blue cardboard representing a temple with porticos and colonnades, and there were stucco statuettes all around it in niches papered with gilded  stars; then, on the second tier there was a turret of Savoy cake, surrounded by tiny fortifications in angelica, almonds, raisins, and orange segments; and finally, on the top layer, which was a green meadow on which there were rocks with candied lakes and boats of hazelnut shells, you could see a small Cupid, poised on a chocolate swing whose two posts ended in two real rosebuds, representing finials, at the summit.

They ate until evening. When they grew too tired of sitting, they went for walks in the yard or played a game of quoits in the barn, then came back to the table. Toward the end, a few fell asleep and snored. But everyone revived during coffee; they sang, performed feats of strength, lifted weights, played a game called “went under your thumbs,” tried to lift carts on their shoulders, made coarse jokes, kissed the women. The horses, gorged to the nostrils with oats, could barely be squeezed into their shafts when it was time to leave late in the evening; they kicked and reared and broke their harnesses, while their masters swore or laughed; and all night long in the moonlight there were runaway carriages galloping along the roads, plunging into ditches, jolting over tall piles of stones, and bumping into the embankments, with women leaning out of the doors to grasp the reins.

Those who remained at Les Bertaux spent the night drinking in the kitchen. The children had fallen asleep under the benches.

The bride begged her father to be spared the customary wedding-night jokes. Nevertheless, a fishmonger cousin of theirs (the same who had brought a pair of soles as a wedding gift) was about to spit water through the keyhole when old Rouault arrived just in time to stop him, and explained to him that his son-in-law’s dignified position did not permit such impertinences. The cousin gave in only reluctantly to these arguments. Inwardly he accused Rouault of being conceited, and he went to join in a corner four or five other guests who, having by chance received the end cuts of meat several times in a row while at the table, had also decided that they had been badly treated and were whispering guardedly against their host and wishing him evil.

Madame Bovary senior had not unclenched her teeth all day long. She had not been consulted about her daughter-in-law’s dress, nor about the wedding arrangements. She went to bed early. Her husband, instead of following her, sent off to Saint-Victor for some cigars and smoked until daybreak, all the while drinking grogs of kirsch, a mixture unknown to the company, which raised him even higher in their esteem.

Charles was humorless; he did not shine during the evening. He replied stolidly to the witty remarks, puns, double-entendre jokes, compliments, and broad remarks that they seemed to feel called upon to direct at him from the soup course on.

The next day, however, he seemed to be a new man. It was he who could have been taken for the virgin of the night before, rather than the bride, whose self-control gave no opportunity for conjecture. Even the most daring jokesters were silenced, and they looked at her with bewilderment when she passed near them.

But Charles hid nothing. He called her “my wife,” spoke to her in familiar terms, asked everyone where she was, sought her everywhere, and frequently drew her into the yard, where he could be seen from afar, between the trees, putting his arm around her waist, leaning toward her as he walked, and burying his face in the tucker of her bodice.

Two days after the wedding the couple left: Charles could not stay any longer because of his patients. Old Rouault sent them home in his trap and accompanied them himself as far as Vassonville. There he kissed his daughter one last time, stepped down from the wagon, and headed home. When he had gone about a hundred steps he stopped, and as he saw the trap moving off into the distance, its wheels in the dust, he gave a mighty sigh. Then he remembered his own marriage, his youthful days, his wife’s first pregnancy. He too had been very happy the day that he brought her home from her father’s house, when she rode behind him on the horse, trotting over the snow; for it was Christmastime and the country was all white. She held him with one arm; the other carried her basket. The wind was blowing the long lace ribbons of her Norman bonnet. They occasionally  flew into her mouth, and when he turned his head he would see near him, on his shoulder, her little pink face smiling at him silently beneath the gold disk of her head-dress. She put her fingers next to his chest from time to time to warm them. How far away all that was! Their son would now be thirty! Then he looked behind him and saw nothing on the road. He felt sad, like an abandoned house. In his head, which was still in a fog from the effects of the feast, tender memories mingled with sad thoughts; for a moment he felt like taking a walk near the church. As he was afraid, however, that this would make him even sadder, he went straight home.

Monsieur and Madame Charles arrived at Tostes at about six o’clock. The neighbors stationed themselves at the windows to see their doctor’s new wife.

The old servant introduced herself, greeted Emma, apologized that dinner was not yet ready, and invited Madame to become acquainted with her home while waiting.




V 

The brick front was flush with the street, or rather the highway. Behind the door hung a narrow-collared coat, a bridle, and a black leather cap; in a corner on the ground was a pair of leggings still covered with dry mud. To the right was the parlor, that is, the room where they ate and sat. Canary-yellow wallpaper, set off along the upper edge by a garland of pale flowers, quivered all over on its badly hung canvas underlayer; white calico curtains, red bordered, were crossed along the windows; and on the narrow mantelpiece a clock with a head of Hippocrates shone resplendent between two silver-plated candlesticks with oval-shaped globes. Charles’s consulting room was on the other side of the hall, a small room about six feet wide, with a table, three regular chairs, and an office chair. The volumes of the Dictionary of Medical Sciences, uncut but with bindings that had suffered in the successive hands through which they had passed, adorned almost by themselves the six shelves of a pine bookcase. The smell of browned butter penetrated the wall during examinations, just as in the kitchen one could hear the patients coughing in the consulting room and pouring out their life stories. Next, overlooking the stable yard, came a large ramshackle room that had an oven and now served as woodshed, wine cellar, and storeroom; it was full of scrap iron, empty barrels, discarded farm tools, and a quantity of other dusty objects the purpose of which was impossible to guess.

The garden, long and narrow, was laid out between two clay walls lined with apricot trees, as far as a thorny hedge which separated it from the fields. In the middle there was a slate sundial on a stone pedestal; four flower beds planted with scrawny rosebushes were set symmetrically around the more utilitarian vegetable patch. Under the spruce trees at the very back was a plaster cast of a priest reading his breviary.

Emma went up to the bedrooms. The first was completely unfurnished, but the second, which was the nuptial chamber, had a mahogany bed in a red-curtained alcove. A box trimmed with shells adorned the chest of drawers; on the secretary, near the window, there was a bouquet of orange blossoms tied with white satin ribbons in a water bottle. It was a marriage bouquet, the other one’s bouquet! She looked at it. Charles noticed her glance, picked it up, and took it to the attic, while Emma, seated in an armchair (her things meanwhile were being set down around her), thought of her wedding bouquet, which was packed away in a box, and drowsily wondered what would happen to it if by chance she died.

She kept herself busy the first days, thinking about changes in the house. She took off the candlestick globes, had new wallpaper hung, the staircase painted, and benches built in the garden all around the sundial; she even asked how she could obtain a fountain stocked with fish. Finally her husband, knowing that she liked to go out for drives, found a second-hand carriage that,  when it was fitted with new lanterns and mudguards in padded leather, almost resembled a tilbury.

So they were happy and without a care in the world. A meal together, a walk in the evening along the highway, a movement of her hand over her hair, the sight of her straw hat hung on the window latch, and many other things as well that Charles never suspected could be pleasurable, now constituted the continuity of his happiness. In bed in the morning and side by side on the pillow, he looked at the sunlight on the blond down of her cheeks, which were half covered by the scalloped edges of her nightcap. Seen so near, her eyes seemed to him to have grown larger, especially when she blinked her eyelids several times in a row while waking up; black at night and dark blue in the daylight, they seemed to have successive layers of color, which, darkest at their deepest, became lighter as they approached the surface. His own eye became lost in their depths and he saw himself reflected in miniature as far as his shoulders, with his scarf tied around his head and the top of his opened nightshirt. He would get up. She would place herself at the window to see him go off and remain with her elbow on the ledge, between two geranium pots, dressed in her robe, which floated loosely around her. In the street, Charles would buckle his spurs on at the mounting block, and she would continue to talk to him, all the while plucking with her mouth some morsel of a flower or greenery, which she blew toward him and which, fluttering and floating, making semicircles in the air like a bird, would, before falling, become caught in the badly groomed mane of the old white mare standing motionless at the door. Charles, on horseback, would throw her a kiss; she would answer with a wave and shut the window. He would go off. Then, along the highway, stretching out like an endlessly long ribbon of dust, along the empty roads over which the tree branches bent low, in the paths whose corn reached as high as his knees, with the sun on his shoulders and the morning air in his nostrils, his heart filled with the joys of the previous night, his spirit calm, flesh content, he went off pondering his happiness like those who after dinner still savor the taste of the truffles they are digesting.

What good things had happened to him until now? Were his school days good, when he remained locked between those tall walls, alone in the midst of school-mates richer or smarter than he, whom he amused by his accent, who made fun of his clothes, and whose mothers came to the visitors’ parlor with cakes in their muffs? Was it good later on, when he was studying medicine and never had a purse full enough to pay for a dance with some little working girl who might have become his mistress? Or still later, when he lived fourteen months with the widow whose feet in bed were as cold as ice? But now he possessed for life this lovely woman whom he adored. For him the universe was bounded by the circumference of her silk petticoat; and he reproached himself for not loving her enough. He wished he could see her again; he would return in a hurry, climb the staircase, his heart pounding. Emma would be getting dressed in her room; he would arrive silently, kiss her on the back, she would give a startled cry.

He could not keep himself from constantly touching her comb, her rings, her shawl; sometimes he would give her big smacking kisses on her cheeks or a row of little kisses all along her bare arm from the tips of her fingers up to the shoulder; and she would push him away, half smiling, half annoyed, as one treats a bothersome child.

Before she had married she thought she was in love. But the happiness that should have resulted from this love had not come; she must have deceived herself, she thought. Emma sought to learn what was really meant in life by the words “happiness,” “passion,” and “intoxication”—words that had seemed so beautiful to her in books.

 


VI 

She had read Paul and Virginia and dreamed about the bamboo cottage, the Negro Domingo, and the dog Fide ‘le, but most of all about the sweet friendship of some dear little brother who gathers ripe fruit for you in huge trees taller than steeples or who runs barefoot over the sand, bringing you a bird’s nest.

When she was thirteen, her father took her to the city to enter her in the convent. They stopped at an inn in the Saint-Gervais section, where they were served their supper on painted dishes depicting Mademoiselle de La Vallie‘re’s story. The explanatory legends, interrupted in several places by knife scratches, accorded equal glory to religion, the delicacy of the heart, and courtly pomp.

Far from being bored in the convent she was happy at first in the company of the kind sisters who, to amuse her, would take her into the chapel, which was connected to the refectory by a long corridor. She played very little during recess periods and understood the catechism well; and it was she who always answered the vicar’s difficult questions. Living thus, without ever leaving the drowsy atmosphere of the classroom and among these white-faced women wearing rosaries with copper crosses, she succumbed peacefully to the mystic languor emanating from the fragrances of the altar, from the freshness of the font and the glow of the candles. Instead of following the Mass, she looked at the pious vignettes edged in azure in her book, and she loved the sick lamb, the Sacred Heart pierced with sharp arrows, and poor Jesus stumbling as He walked under His cross. She tried to fast one entire day to mortify her soul. She attempted to think of some vow to fulfill.

When she went to confession, she would invent trivial sins in order to prolong her stay there, on her knees in  the shadow, hands clasped, her face at the grill as the priest whispered above her. The references to fiancé, husband, heavenly lover, and eternal marriage that recur in sermons awakened unexpected joys within her.

In the evening, before prayers, some religious selection would be read at study. During the week it was a summary of Abbé Frayssinous’s religious-history lectures and on Sunday, for relaxation, passages from le Génie du Christianisme. How she listened, those first times, to the sonorous lamentation of romantic melancholy being echoed throughout the world and unto eternity! Had her childhood been spent in an apartment behind a store in some business district, she might have been receptive to nature’s lyric effusions that ordinarily reach us only via the interpretations of writers. But she knew the countryside too well; she knew the lowing of the flocks, the milking, and the plowing. Accustomed to the calm life, she turned away from it toward excitement. She loved the sea only for its storms, and greenery only when it was scattered among ruins. She needed to derive immediate gratification from things and rejected as useless everything that did not supply this satisfaction. Her temperament was more sentimental than artistic. She sought emotions and not landscapes.

There was an old maid who came to the convent for one week every month to work in the laundry. Protected by the archbishop because she belonged to an old aristocratic family ruined during the Revolution, she ate in the refectory at the good sisters’ table and would chat with them for a while after dinner before returning to her work. The girls would often steal out of class to visit her. She knew the romantic songs of the past century by heart and would sing them softly as she plied her needle. She told stories, brought in news of the outside world, ran errands in the city, and would secretly lend the older girls some novel that she always kept in the pocket of her apron, of which the good creature herself devoured long chapters between tasks. It was always love, lovers, mistresses, persecuted women fainting in solitary little houses, postilions expiring at every relay, horses killed on every page, gloomy forests, romantic woes, oaths, sobs, tears and kisses, small boats in the moonlight,  nightingales in the groves, gentlemen brave as lions, gentle as lambs, impossibly virtuous, always well dressed, who wept copiously. For six months, at the age of fifteen, Emma soiled her hands with these dusty remains of old reading rooms. Later, with Walter Scott, she grew enamored of historic events, dreamed of traveling chests, guardrooms, and minstrels. She wished that she had lived in some old manor, like those long-waisted ladies of the manor who spent their days under the trefoil of pointed arches, elbows on the rampart and chin in hand, watching a cavalier with a white feather emerge from the horizon on a galloping black charger. During that period she had a passion for Mary Stuart and adored unfortunate or celebrated women. Joan of Arc, Héloise, Agnès Sorel, La Belle Ferronnière, and Clémence Isaure blazed for her like comets over the murky immensity of history, on which, still standing out in relief, but more lost in the shadow and with no relationship to each other, were Saint Louis with his oak, the dying Bayard, a few vicious crimes of Louis XI, a bit of the Saint Bartholomew Massacre, Henri IV’s plume, and the continuing memory of the painted plates praising Louis XIV.

In the ballads she sang in music class there were only tiny angels with golden wings, madonnas, lagoons, gondoliers—gentle compositions that enabled her to perceive, through the foolishness of the style and the weaknesses of the music, the attractive fantasy of sentimental realities. Several of her friends brought to the convent keepsake books they had received as gifts. They made a great to-do about hiding them. They would read them in the dormitory. Handling their lovely satin bindings delicately, Emma would focus her dazzled eyes on the names of the unknown authors, who usually signed their pieces “count” or “viscount.” She would tremble as she breathed gently on the tissue paper covering the illustrations. It would lift in a double fold and then fall back gently against the page. Behind a balcony balustrade there would be a young man in a short coat holding tight in his arms a girl in a white dress with an alms purse on her sash, or anonymous portraits of English ladies with blond curls who looked at you with bright eyes from  under their round straw hats. Some were relaxing in their carriages, gliding through parks while a greyhound jumped in front of the team being led at a trot by two small postilions in white breeches. Others, dreaming on sofas near an opened letter, were gazing at the moon through an open window half draped by a black curtain. The naïve ones were revealed with a tear on their cheek, feeding a turtledove through the bars of a Gothic cage or smiling, head to one side, and pulling daisy leaves with their tapered fingers, which curved like pointed slippers. And you were also there, you sultans with long pipes, swooning with delight in bowers in the arms of dancing girls! You giaours, Turkish sabers, fezzes! And you especially, pale landscapes of fabulous lands, which often show us at one and the same time palm trees and evergreens, tigers to the right, a lion to the left, Tartar minarets against the horizon, Roman ruins in the foreground, and camels crouching; the whole framed by a well-kept virgin forest with a large ray of perpendicular sunshine shimmering on the water upon which, like white gashes on a steel-gray background, swans are swimming into the distance.

And the lampshade, attached to the wall above Emma’s head, shed light on all these tableaux of the world that passed before her one after the other in the silence of the dormitory to the sound of rumbles in the distance of some late fiacre still rolling down the boulevards.

She cried a great deal the first days after her mother’s death. She had a memorial picture made with the dead woman’s hair, and in a letter that she sent to Les Bertaux, all filled with sad reflections about life, she asked to be buried in the same tomb when she died. Her father thought she must be ill and came to see her. Emma was inwardly pleased to feel that she had achieved at her first attempt this rare ideal of pallid existences that mediocre hearts never achieve. She let herself glide into Lamartinian meanderings, listened to all the harps on the lake, to the songs of the dying swans, to all the falling leaves, the pure virgins rising to heaven, and the voice of the Eternal reverberating in the valleys. She tired of this, didn’t want to admit it, continued first out of habit, then out of vanity, and was finally surprised to find herself  soothed and with as little sadness in her heart as wrinkles on her forehead.

The good sisters, who had been so sure about her vocation, realized with great astonishment that Mademoiselle Rouault seemed to be eluding their influence. They had, in fact, lavished on her so many prayers, retreats, novenas, and sermons, had so well preached the veneration that is owed to saints and martyrs, and given so much good advice about bodily modesty and the salvation of her soul that she responded as do tightly reined horses; she stopped short and the bit slipped from her teeth. This temperament, positive in the midst of its enthusiasms, which had loved the church for its flowers, the music for the romantic lyrics, and literature for its passion-inspiring stimulation, rebelled before the mysteries of faith in proportion to her growing irritation against the discipline, which was antipathetic to her nature. When her father came to take her from the convent, they were not sorry to see her go. The Mother Superior even found that toward the end Emma had become quite irreverent toward the community.

Back home Emma amused herself at first by taking charge of the servants, then she began disliking the country and missed the convent. When Charles came to Les Bertaux for the first time, she felt quite disillusioned, having nothing more to learn, nothing more to feel.

But the uneasiness at a new role or perhaps the disturbance caused by the presence of this man, had been sufficient to make her believe that she finally felt that marvelous passion that until now had been like a huge pink-winged bird soaring through the splendor of poetic skies. She could not believe that the calm in which she was now living was the happiness of which she had dreamed.
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Yet sometimes she thought that these were the most beautiful days of her life—the honeymoon, as it was called. To savor its sweetness, it would have doubtless been necessary to go off to one of those sonorous-sounding countries where the first days of married life are languorously spent. Behind the blue silk shades of the mail coaches they would slowly climb up steep roads, listening to the song of the postilion being echoed through the mountain together with the sound of goat bells and the muffled roar of a waterfall. At sunset they would inhale the scent of the lemon trees by the shores of the gulfs; then, in the evening, on the terraces of the villas, alone, fingers intertwined, they would gaze at the stars and dream. She felt that certain places on the earth must produce happiness, just as a plant that languishes everywhere else thrives only in special soil. Why couldn’t she be leaning her elbow on the balcony of a Swiss chalet or indulging her moods in a Scottish cottage with a husband dressed in a black velvet suit with long coattails, soft boots, a pointed hat, and elegant cuffs!

She might have wanted to confide all these things to someone. But how do you describe an intangible uneasiness that changes shape like a cloud and blows about like the wind? Words failed her—as well as the opportunity and the courage.

If Charles only suspected, if his gaze had even once penetrated her thought, it seemed to her that a sudden abundance would have broken away from her heart, as the fruit falls from a tree when you shake it. But as their life together brought increased physical intimacy, she built up an inner emotional detachment that separated her from him.

Charles’s conversation was as flat as a sidewalk, with everyone’s ideas walking through it in ordinary dress,  arousing neither emotion, nor laughter, nor dreams. He had never been curious, he said, the whole time he was living in Rouen to go see a touring company of Paris actors at the theater. He couldn’t swim, or fence, or shoot, and once he couldn’t even explain to Emma a term about horseback riding she had come across in a novel.

But a man should know everything, shouldn’t he? Excel in many activities, initiate you into the excitements of passion, into life’s refinements, into all its mysteries? Yet this man taught nothing, knew nothing, hoped for nothing. He thought she was happy, and she was angry at him for this placid stolidity, for this leaden serenity, for the very happiness she gave to him.

Sometimes she would draw. Charles was always happy watching her lean over her drawing board, squinting in order to see her work better, or rolling little bread pellets between her fingers. As for the piano, the faster her fingers flew over it, the more he marveled. She struck the keys with aplomb and ran from one end of the keyboard to the other without a stop. The old instrument, with its frayed strings, could then be heard at the other end of the village if the window were open; and often the bailiffs clerk passing over the highway, bareheaded and in moccasins, would stop to listen to her, his sheet of paper in his hand.

On the other hand, Emma did know how to run the house. She sent patients statements of their visits in well-written letters that didn’t look like bills. When some neighbor came to dine on Sundays, she managed to offer some tasty dish, would arrange handsome pyramids of greengages on vine leaves, serve fruit preserves on a dish, and even spoke of buying finger bowls for dessert. All this reflected favorably on Bovary.

Charles ended up by thinking all the more highly of himself for possessing such a wife. In the living room he pointed with pride to her two small pencil sketches that he had mounted in very large frames and hung against the wallpaper on long green cords. People returning from Mass would see him at his door wearing handsome needlepoint slippers.

He would come home late, at ten o’clock, sometimes  at midnight. Then he would want something to eat and Emma would serve him because the maid was asleep. He would remove his coat in order to eat more comfortably. He would report on all the people he had met one after the other, the villages he had been to, the prescriptions he had written, and, content with himself, would eat the remainder of the stew, peel his cheese, bite into an apple, empty the decanter, then go to sleep, lying on his back and snoring.

Since he had been accustomed for a long time to wearing a nightcap, his scarf would not stay put around his ears, and in the morning his hair was all disheveled about his face and whitened by the down from his pillow, the ties of which would become undone during the night. He always wore heavy boots, which had at the instep two thick folds slanting obliquely toward the ankles whereas the rest of the upper continued in a straight line, as taut as if stretched on a wooden leg. He said that it was “good enough for the country.”

His mother approved his economy. She came to visit him as before, after some violent battle at her home. Yet, she seemed rather prejudiced against her daughter-in-law. She found her “a bit too haughty for their station in life”; wood, sugar, and candles were consumed “as if it were a great mansion” and the amount of charcoal that was burned in the kitchen would have sufficed for twenty-five meals! She arranged Emma’s linens in the cupboards and taught her to keep an eye on the butcher when he delivered the meat. Emma accepted the lessons; Madame Bovary lavished them. And the words “daughter” and “mother” were exchanged all day long, accompanied by a tiny quivering of the lips, each of them offering gentle phrases in a voice trembling with anger.

During Madame Dubuc’s day, the old woman still felt herself the favorite. But now Charles’s love for Emma seemed to her desertion, an encroachment on that which belonged to her; and she observed her son’s happiness with a sad silence like a ruined person who watches, through the window-panes, people sitting around the table of his former home. She would recall her exertions and her sacrifices to him in the form of reminiscences,  and comparing them to Emma’s neglectful habits, would conclude that it was not reasonable for him to adore her in such an exclusive way.

Charles didn’t know what to say. He respected his mother, and he loved his wife boundlessly. He considered the former’s judgment infallible but found the other irreproachable. When his mother had left he would try timidly, and in the same terms, one or two of the milder observations he had heard her make. Emma would show him in but few words that he was mistaken and send him off to his patients.

And yet, in line with the theories she admired, she wanted to give herself up to love. In the moonlight of the garden she would recite all the passionate poetry she knew by heart and would sing melancholy adagios to him with sighs, but she found herself as calm afterward as before and Charles didn’t appear more amorous or moved because of it.

After she had several times struck the flint on her heart without eliciting a single spark, incapable as she was of understanding that which she did not feel or of believing things that didn’t manifest themselves in conventional forms, she convinced herself without difficulty that Charles’s passion no longer offered anything extravagant. His effusions had become routine; he embraced her at certain hours. It was one habit among others, like the established custom of eating dessert after the monotony of dinner.

A gamekeeper, having been cured by Charles of a chest inflammation, had given Emma a small Italian greyhound; she would take it out to walk since she went out occasionally in order to escape for a moment and not have the eternal garden with the dusty road constantly before her eyes.

She would go as far as the Banneville beech grove, near the abandoned pavilion that forms an angle of the wall at the side of the fields. Sharp-edged leaves from the reeds would be scattered through the vegetation in the ditch.

First she would look all around to see if anything had changed since her last visit. She would find again, in the same places, foxglove and wallflowers, beds of nettles  surrounding the huge stones, and patches of lichen along the three windows whose perpetually closed shutters were rattling away on their rusty iron bars. Her thoughts, at first unfocused, wandered at random like her greyhound, who ran around in circles through the countryside, yapping at yellow butterflies, chasing shrewmice, and nibbling the poppies on the edge of a wheat field. Then her thoughts would start to crystallize. She would sit on the grass into which she would dig the tip of her parasol with brief thrusts and would ask herself: “My God, why did I get married?”

She would ask herself if there might not be a way, by other combinations of fate, to meet some other man, and she tried to imagine what these unrealized events, this different life, this husband she did not know, would be like. None of them resembled her present husband. He might have been handsome, witty, distinguished, attractive, as, doubtless, were all the men her old friends from the convent had married. What were they doing now? In the city, with the street noises, the hum of the theaters, and the lights of the ballroom, they were living lives in which the heart expands, in which the senses blossom. But her life was as cold as an attic with northern exposure, and boredom, that silent spider, was spinning its web in all the dark corners of her heart. She remembered the days on which prizes were distributed, when she climbed to the platform to receive her small wreaths. With her braided hair, white dress, and open-work shoes, she had a gentle manner, and when she was back in her seat the gentlemen leaned over to compliment her. The courtyard was filled with carriages; the people said good-bye to her through the windows; the music master greeted her as he passed by with his violin case. How far it all was! How far!

She signaled to her greyhound, Djali, took her between her knees, passed her fingers along the long delicate head, and said: “Come kiss your mistress; you have no worries.”

Then as she looked at the melancholy expression of the graceful animal, who was slowly yawning, she softened and spoke aloud to her, as to someone in need of consolation.

Sometimes there were gusts of wind, breezes from the sea, that, rolling over the entire plateau of the Caux country all the way into the fields, carried with them a salty freshness. Close to the ground the rushes whistled and the beech leaves rustled, while their tops, continually swaying, kept up their deep murmuring. Emma tightened her shawl around her shoulders and arose.

In the avenue between the trees a green light filtered by the foliage lit up the moss that was gently crackling under her feet. The sun was setting; the sky was red between the branches, and the uniform trunks of trees planted in a straight line seemed a dark colonnade standing out against a golden background. Fear came over her, she called to Djali, went rapidly back to Tostes by the highway, collapsed into an armchair, and did not say one word the entire evening.

But toward the end of September something extraordinary happened in her life; she was invited to Vaubyessard, to the home of the Marquis d’Andervilliers.

The marquis, secretary of state during the Restoration, seeking to reenter political life, was preparing his candidacy for the office of deputy well in advance. He distributed a great deal of wood during the winter and was always eloquently demanding new roads for his district in the General Council. During the hot weather he had an abscess in his mouth that Charles had miraculously cured with a touch of the lancet. The clerk he sent to Tostes to pay for the operation reported that evening that he had seen some superb cherries in the doctor’s little garden. Now, cherry trees did not grow well in Vaubyessard; the marquis asked Bovary for a few slips, made it a point to thank him in person, noticed Emma, thought she had a pretty figure and a manner not at all like a peasant’s, so much so that he did not feel he was going beyond the bounds of condescension nor on the other hand that he was making a mistake by inviting the young couple to the château.

One Wednesday at three o’clock, Monsieur and Madame Bovary set off in their buggy for Vaubyessard with a large trunk attached in the rear and a hatbox set in  front on the dashboard. Charles also had a bandbox between his knees.

They arrived at nightfall, just as the lamps in the park were being lit to illuminate the way for the carriages.




VIII 

The château, of modern construction, in the Italian style, had two projecting wings and three front entrances. It was spread out at the back of an immense lawn on which several cows were grazing between clumps of large, evenly spaced trees while groups of shrubs, rhododendron, syringa, and snowballs projected their unequal tufts of foliage along the winding sandy road. A stream passed under a bridge. Through the haze could be seen the thatch-roofed buildings scattered across the meadow. This latter was set in between the gentle slopes of two tree-covered hills. In the groves behind the house, set on two parallel lines, were the coach houses and stables, sole remains of the old, demolished chateau.

Charles’s carriage arrived at the middle flight of steps; servants appeared; the marquis came forward, and offering his arm to the doctor’s wife, he led her into the foyer.

It was high ceilinged and paved with marble tiles, and the combined noise of steps and voices echoed in it as in a church. A staircase faced it, and to the left a gallery overlooking the garden led to a billiard room, from which you could hear the ivory balls clicking as soon as you approached the door.

As she was crossing it to get to the drawing room, Emma noticed the serious-faced men, chins set over cravats folded high and all wearing decorations, standing around the table. They would smile silently as they hit with their cues. On the dark wood panels were large gilded frames with names written in black letters on their lower borders. She read: “Jean-Antoine d’Andervilliers d’Yver-bonville, Count de la Vaubyessard, and Baron de la Fresnaye, killed in the battle of Coutras, October 20, 1587.” And on another: “Jean-Antoine-Henri-Guy d’Andervilliers de la Vaubyessard, Admiral of France and Knight of the Order of St. Michael, wounded in the battle of La Hougue-Saint-Vaast, May 29, 1692, died at La Vaubyessard, January 23, 1693.” Those that followed could barely be made out because the light from the lamps, directed on the green cloth of the billiard table, left the rest of the room in shadow. It turned the hanging canvases brown and highlighted only the cracks in the varnish; and from all the large gilt-edged black squares only some lighter part of the painting would emerge here and there—a pale forehead, two eyes staring at you, wigs unfurling over the powdered shoulders, red suits, or perhaps the buckle of a garter at the top of a fleshy calf.

The marquis opened the drawing-room door; one of the women arose (the marquise herself), came forward to meet Emma, and sat her down beside her on a small settee, where she began to chat amiably, as if she had known her a long time. She was a woman of about forty, with handsome shoulders, an aquiline nose, and a drawling voice; she wore a simple lace shawl that fell back in a point over her chestnut hair. A fair-haired young woman was sitting beside her in a high-backed chair, and gentlemen with tiny flowers in their lapels were talking to the ladies gathered around the fireplace.

Dinner was served at seven. The men, who outnumbered the ladies, sat down at the first table, in the hall, and the women were placed at the second, in the dining room with the marquis and the marquise.

As she entered, Emma felt herself enveloped in a warm atmosphere, a mixture of flower scent and the aroma of fine linens, of well-seasoned meat and truffles. The candles in the candelabra played their elongated flames over the silver platter covers; crystal pieces misted over reflected each other with pale glimmers. There were bunches of flowers set in a line along the entire table, and in the wide-bordered dishes napkins folded in the shape of bishop’s miters held small oval-shaped rolls.

The red claws of the lobsters hung over the dishes; huge pieces of fruit were piled on each other in open-work baskets; the quails still bore their plumage; clouds of steam kept rising; and the butler, in silk stockings, knee breeches, white cravat, and frilled shirt, solemn as a judge, passing the already carved platters between the guests’ shoulders, would make the piece you selected jump with one flick of the knife. On the large porcelain stove with its copper fittings, a statue of a woman draped to the chin stared steadily at the roomful of people.

Madame Bovary noticed that several of the women had not put their gloves in their wineglasses.

At the upper end of the table, alone among all the women, there was one old man eating, bending over his well-filled platter with his napkin knotted in back like a child, drops of sauce dribbling from his mouth. His eyes were bloodshot and he wore a small pigtail tied with a black ribbon. It was the marquis’ father-in-law, the old Duke of Laverdie‘re, once favorite of the Count d’Artois in the days of the Marquis de Conflans’s hunting parties in Vaudreuil; it was said he had been Marie-Antoinette’s lover between Messieurs de Coigny and de Lauzun. He had led a thoroughly debauched life, filled with duels, wagers, and abductions, had run through his fortune and been the terror of his entire family. A servant behind his chair was shouting into his ear the names of dishes that the old man would point to with his finger, mumbling. Emma could not keep herself from staring at the slack-mouthed old man as on someone extraordinary and august. He had lived at Court and slept in the bed of queens!

Iced champagne was served. Emma shivered all over at the prickly sensation in her mouth. She had never seen pomegranates before nor eaten pineapple. Even the granulated sugar seemed to her whiter and finer than elsewhere.

After dinner the ladies went up to their rooms to get ready for the ball.

Emma dressed with the meticulous care of an actress making her debut. She arranged her hair as the hairdresser had suggested and pulled on the barège dress that had been spread out on the bed. Charles’s pants were too tight around the stomach.

“The shoe straps are going to be in my way when I dance,” he said.

“Dance?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You’re out of your mind! They’ll laugh at you. Stay in your place. Besides, it’s more suitable for a doctor,” she added.

Charles said no more. He paced up and down the room waiting for Emma to finish dressing.

Her back was turned to him, and he looked at her reflection in the mirror between the two candles. Her black eyes seemed even blacker. Her hair, gently puffed toward the ears, gleamed with a bluish luster; a rose in her chignon was trembling on its fragile stem. It had artificial dewdrops at the tips of its leaves. She wore a pale saffron-colored dress, set off by three bunches of pompon roses mingled with greenery.

Charles went over to kiss her on the shoulder.

“Let go of me!” she said. “You’ll wrinkle my dress!”

A violin flourish and the sounds of a horn could be heard. She descended the staircase, restraining herself from running.

The quadrilles had begun. More people were arriving, jostling each other. She stationed herself on a settee near the door.

When the quadrille was over, the floor remained free. Groups of men stood and chatted while the liveried servants brought in large trays. Along the row of seated women, painted fans were fluttering, bouquets half concealed smiling faces, and gold-stoppered perfume bottles were being turned in half-opened hands whose tight white gloves revealed the shape of the fingernails and hugged the wrists. Lace trimmings, diamond brooches, and bracelets with lockets trembled on bodices, sparkled on breasts, jingled on bare arms. The hairdos, securely arranged and twisted at the napes, were crowned with clusters or bunches of forget-me-nots, jasmine, pomegranate blossoms, wheat ears, or cornflowers. The mothers, sitting quietly in their places, wore red turbans and frowning expressions.

Emma’s heart was beating a bit faster when, her partner holding her by the tips of his fingers, she took her place in line and awaited the fiddler’s stroke to begin. But the emotion soon disappeared, and swaying to the  rhythm of the orchestra, she glided forward, moving her neck lightly. A smile came to her lips at certain delicate strains of the violin during its solo moments; you could hear the clinking of gold coins dropping onto the card tables in the next room; then everything began at once, the cornet emitted a loud blast, feet fell in measure, skirts swirled out and rustled against each other, hands joined, then separated; the same eyes that lowered before you looked up again at yours.

Several men (about fifteen) between twenty-five and forty years of age, scattered among the dancers or chatting at the entrances, distinguished themselves from the crowd by their family resemblance despite the differences in their ages, dress, and facial features.

Their clothes, better made, seemed of a finer cloth, and their hair, made to gleam by more refined pomades, was brought forward in curls toward the temples. They had the complexion of wealth, that whiteness that is accentuated by the pallor of porcelain, the sheen of watered satin, the varnish of fine furniture, and that is nurtured by a diet of exquisitely prepared food. Their necks turned in relaxed manner over low-folded cravats, their long sideburns fell over turned-down collars; they wiped their lips with elegantly scented handkerchiefs embroidered with large monograms. Those who were beginning to age looked young, and a certain maturity lay over the faces of the young ones. The calm of daily satisfied passions showed in their indifferent glances, but their gentle manners did not completely mask that special brutality that stems from their relatively easy conquests, the handling of thoroughbred horses and the company of fallen women, in which the muscles are flexed and vanity sated.

A few feet from Emma a gentleman in a blue coat was talking about Italy with a pale young woman wearing a pearl necklace. They were praising the size of the pillars at St. Peter’s, Tivoli, Vesuvius, Castellamare, and the Cascine; the roses of Genoa; the Colosseum in the moonlight. Emma listened with her other ear to a conversation full of words she did not understand. In the center of a group was a very young man who had beaten Miss Arabelle and Romulus the week before and won  two thousand louis by jumping a ditch in England. One man was complaining that his racers were getting fat; another, about the way a printing error had garbled his horse’s name.

The air in the ballroom grew heavy; the lights were fading. People began moving toward the billiard room. A servant climbing on a chair broke two windowpanes; at the noise of the shattered glass, Madame Bovary looked round and saw some peasants, their faces pressed to the window, staring at her from the garden. Then the memory of Les Bertaux came back to her. She saw the farm again, the muddy pond, her father in a smock under the apple trees, and she saw once more herself in the dairy skimming the cream from the milk cans with her finger. But in the splendor of the present hour, her past life, so clear until now, was disappearing completely, and she almost doubted that she had lived it. She was here, and outside the ballroom there was merely shadow cast over all the rest. She ate a maraschino-flavored ice, which she held in her left hand in a silver-gilt shell, and half closed her eyes, the spoon between her teeth.

A woman near her dropped her fan as a man danced by. “Would you be so kind, Monsieur,” the woman said, “and pick my fan up from under the sofa?”

The gentleman kneeled down, and as he reached out, Emma saw the young woman’s hand throw something white, folded into a triangle, into his hat. The gentleman picked up the fan and held it out to the woman respectfully; she thanked him with a nod and began to sniff her bouquet.

After supper, at which many Spanish and Rhine wines were served, along with bisque and cream-of-almond soups, Trafalgar puddings, and all sorts of cold meats, surrounded by jellied molds, quivering on the plates, the carriages began going off, one after the other. By pulling the muslin curtain away from the corner one could see the light of their lanterns gliding through the night. The settees began to empty; there were still some card players; the musicians moistened the tips of their fingers on their tongues; Charles was leaning against a door, half asleep.

The cotillion began at three in the morning. Emma did not know how to waltz. Everyone was waltzing, even Mademoiselle d’Andervilliers and the marquise; there remained now only the château guests, about a dozen people.

One of the dancers, familiarly addressed as viscount, whose extremely low-cut waistcoat seemed molded on his chest, came a second time to invite Madame Bovary, assuring her that he would lead her and that she would manage well.

They began slowly, then moved more rapidly. Everything was turning around them, the lights, furniture, paneling, and the floor, like a disk on a pivot. Passing near the doors, the hem of Emma’s dress flared out against her partner’s trousers; their legs intertwined; he looked down at her, she raised her eyes to him; a numbness overcame her, she stopped. They started again and the viscount, with a more rapid movement, swept her away, disappeared with her to the end of the gallery, where, out of breath, she almost fell and for one moment leaned her head on his chest. And then, still turning, but more gently now, he led her back to her place; she leaned back against the wall and put her hand before her eyes.

When she opened them again, there was a woman seated on a stool in the middle of the floor with three dancers on their knees before her. She chose the viscount and the violin struck up again.

They were stared at. Up and down they went, she with her body held rigid, chin down, and he always in the same pose, holding himself erect, elbow rounded, face jutting forward. How she could waltz! They continued for a long time and tired out the others.

People chatted awhile and after the “good nights,” or rather “good mornings,” the house guests went to sleep.

Charles dragged himself upstairs, clinging to the banister; his legs “couldn’t stand up another minute.” He had spent five solid hours standing near the tables watching the whist games without understanding a thing about them. And so he heaved a great sigh of relief when his boots were finally removed.

Emma wrapped a shawl around her shoulders, opened the window, and leaned out.

The night was black. A few drops of rain were falling. She breathed in the humid breeze that was refreshing her eyelids. With the ball music still humming in her ears, she was trying to stay awake in order to prolong the illusion of this luxurious life that she would have to abandon in a short while.

Day broke. She looked at the château windows for a long time, trying to guess which were the bedrooms of the various people she had noticed the night before. She would have liked to know about their lives, to enter into them, to become involved with them.

But she was shivering with cold. She undressed and snuggled between the sheets against Charles, who was asleep.

There were a lot of people at breakfast; the doctor was amazed that no liquor was served. Later Mademoiselle d’Andervilliers picked up what was left of the rolls in a basket to carry them to the swans on the lake, and they went for a walk in the hothouses, where exotic plants bristling with hairy leaves rose in pyramids beneath hanging vases, which, like overcrowded serpents’ nests, dropped long, twisted green tendrils over their edges. The orangery at the far end led via a covered passage to the outhouses. The marquis took Emma to the stable to amuse her. Above the basket-shaped racks, porcelain plaques bore the horses’ names in black. When they passed by, each animal stirred in its stall and clicked its tongue. The floor of the saddle room glistened like a drawing-room floor. Coach harnesses were set in the middle on two revolving columns and the bits, whips, stirrups, and curbs were all lined up along the wall.

Meanwhile, Charles went to ask a servant to ready his buggy. They brought it around to the front, and when all their luggage had been packed in, the Bovarys took leave of the marquis and marquise and headed back to Tostes.

Emma said nothing and watched the wheels turn. Charles, seated on the edge of the seat, was driving with his arms outstretched, and the small horse ambled along between its oversized shafts. The slack reins hitting its crupper grew moist with its lather, and the box roped on behind kept making loud, steady thuds against the body.

They were on the heights of Thibourville when suddenly some horsemen passed before them, laughing, with cigars in their mouths. Emma thought she recognized the viscount; she turned around and saw nothing on the horizon but heads moving up and down in rhythm with the uneven cadence of the trot and gallop.

Half a mile later they had to stop to tie a cord around the breech band, which had broken. As Charles took one last look at the harness, he saw something on the ground between the horse’s legs; and he picked up a cigar case edged with green silk and emblazoned with a coat of arms in the center as on a coach door.

“There are still two cigars inside,” he said. “They’ll be for tonight after dinner.”

“You smoke?” she asked.

“Sometimes, when I have the chance.”

He put his find in his pocket and whipped the horse.

Dinner was not ready when they arrived home. Madame became furious. Nastasie answered with insolence.

“Get out!” Emma said. “You brazen creature! I’m sending you away!”

For dinner there was onion soup with a bit of veal cooked in sorrel. Facing Emma, Charles said, rubbing his hands together with a contented look: “It feels good to be home again!”

They could hear Nastasie crying. He was rather fond of the poor girl. In the old days when he had been a widower, she had kept him company on many an empty evening. She was his first patient, his oldest acquaintance in the district.

“Have you sent her away for good?” he said finally.

“Yes. Who’s stopping me?” she answered.

They warmed themselves in the kitchen while their bedroom was being readied. Charles began to smoke. He smoked with his lips puckered, spitting every minute, recoiling at each puff.

“You’ll make yourself sick,” she said disdainfully.

He put his cigar down and ran off to gulp down a glass of cold water from the pump. Emma, seizing the cigar case, threw it hastily into the bottom of the cupboard.

The next day was long. She walked about in her garden,  passing back and forth over the same paths, stopping in front of the flower beds, the fruit-tree trellises, the plaster curé, staring with bewilderment at all these once familiar things. How far away the ball already seemed! Why should there be such a distance between yesterday morning and tonight? Her trip to Vaubyessard had made a gap in her life like one of those great crevices that a storm sometimes carves out in the mountains in a single night. She resigned herself, however; reverently she packed away in the chest of drawers her lovely dress and even her satin slippers, whose soles had yellowed from the floor wax. Her heart was like them; the wealth had rubbed off on her, something that would never be erased.

And so the memory of the ball became a preoccupation for Emma. Every Wednesday she would say to herself on awaking: “Ah! A week ago today—two weeks ago—three weeks ago, I was there.” Little by little the faces blurred in her memory; she forgot the quadrille tunes; she no longer saw the livery and the rooms so clearly; some of the details faded away, but the regret remained.
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Often, when Charles had gone out, she would take the green silk cigar case out of the cupboard from between the piles of linen where she had left it.

She would look at it, open it, and even sniff the lining. A blend of verbena and tobacco. To whom did it belong? To the viscount. Perhaps it was a gift from his mistress. It had been embroidered on some rosewood frame, a delicate item hidden from all eyes. Presumably it had taken up many hours, during which the soft curls of the pensive worker had fallen over it. A breath of love had passed through the meshes of the canvas; each stitch of the needle had fixed a hope or a memory, and all these threads of intertwined silk were but the continuation of the same silent passion. And then the viscount had borne it off with him one morning. What had they spoken about while he was standing near the fireplace with the large mantelpiece between the vases of flowers and the Pompadour clocks? She was in Tostes. He, he was in Paris now—Paris!

What was it like, that city? What a marvelous name! She would repeat it under her breath to make herself feel good; it resounded in her ears like a cathedral bell; it blazed before her eyes on the labels of her cosmetics jars.

At night, when the fishmongers in their carts passed in front of her windows singing the Marjolaine, she would awake and tell herself, as she listened to the noise of the iron-rimmed wheels dying away rapidly as they left the area, “They’ll be there tomorrow!”

And she would follow them in her thoughts, climbing hills and descending them, crossing villages, moving over the highway by the light of the stars. And away off in the distance there was always some obscure spot where her dream expired.

She bought a plan of Paris, and moving the tip of her finger on the map, she would wander about the capital. She would go up boulevards, stop at each corner between the street lines, in front of the white squares that signified houses. Toward the end she would shut her tired eyes and see in the shadows the gas jets of carriages flickering in the wind, with the lowered tailboards unloading their passengers amid great tumult in front of the theaters.

She subscribed to The Workbasket, a woman’s magazine, and to The Sylph of the Salons. She devoured all the reviews of opening nights, races, and soirees, without missing a single one; she would become interested in a singer’s debut, in the opening of a store. She knew the latest fashions, the addresses of good tailors, the days for the Bois or the opera. She studied descriptions of furniture in Euge‘ne Sue’s books; she read Balzac and George Sand, searching in their writings for vicarious satisfaction of her own desires. She would even bring her book to the table and turn the pages while Charles spoke to her as he ate. The thought of the viscount came  back to her continually as she read. She would create liaisons between him and the fictitious characters. But the circle of which he was the focal point gradually widened out, and the halo emanating from his face spread further out to illuminate other dreams.

Paris, more vast than the ocean, glistened in Emma’s eyes in a silver-gold atmosphere. The crowded life that bustled in this tumult was nevertheless divided into parts, acted out in distinct tableaux. Emma saw only two or three, which obscured all the others and that alone represented all humanity. The world of ambassadors trod over gleaming parquet floors, in salons paneled with mirrors, around oval tables covered with gold-fringed velvet cloths. There were dresses with bustles there, vast intrigues, anguish dissimulated under smiles. Then came the society of duchesses. There you were pale, arose at four in the afternoon; the women, poor darlings, wore English lace at the bottom of their petticoats, and the men, with unrecognized talents beneath futile exteriors, rode their horses to death at every outing, went to Baden for the summer season, and married heiresses when they had finally reached their fortieth year. In the private rooms of restaurants where you dine after midnight, the motley crowd of men of letters and actresses laughed in the candlelight. That world was as prodigal as kings, full of ideals, ambitions, and fantastic dreams. It was an existence above the others, between heaven and earth, in the midst of the elements, something sublime. As for the rest of the world, it was lost, shadowy, and ill-defined, as if it did not exist. Besides, the closer things were, the more she turned her thoughts from them. Everything that immediately surrounded her, the dull countryside, imbecilic petty-bourgeois people, the mediocrity of existence, seemed to her an exception in the world, an unusual accident in which she found herself trapped, while beyond it the immense world of happiness and passion extended itself as far as the eye could see. In her yearnings she confused the sensualities of luxury with the joys of the heart, the elegance of convention with delicacy of sentiment. Didn’t love, like the Indian plants, need cultivated land, a special temperature? Sighs in the moonlight, long embraces, tears flowing over  forlorn hands, all the fevers of the flesh and languors of tenderness, did not separate themselves from the balcony of the great castle which was full of leisure, of boudoirs with silken shades, thick rugs, filled flower stands, and a bed mounted on a platform, nor from the glistening of precious stones and the lace ornaments of livery.

The postboy who came to groom the mare every morning crossed the corridor in his sockless feet in thick wooden shoes. His smock was filled with holes. This was the groom in knee breeches with whom she had to content herself! Once his work was done, he would not come the rest of the day because Charles would put the horse into the stable himself when he came home, unsaddle her, and adjust the halter while the maid brought a bucket of straw and threw it, as best she could, into the manger.

To replace Nastasie (who had finally left Tostes in tears) Emma took into her employ a young girl of fourteen, an orphan with a sweet face. She forbade her to wear cotton bonnets, taught her it was necessary to address people in the third person, to bring a glass of water on a saucer, to knock on doors before entering, and to iron, to starch, and to dress her. She wanted to make her into a lady’s maid. The new girl obeyed without a murmur in order not to be sent away, and since Emma usually left the key in the buffet, Félicité would take a small supply of sugar each evening, which she would eat in bed all by herself after having said her prayers.

Sometimes during the afternoon she would go off to chat with the postilions across the way. Emma would stay upstairs in her chambers.

She would wear a dressing gown, entirely open, which revealed a pleated chemisette with three gold buttons between the challis lapels of the bodice. Her belt was a large-tasseled rope, and her tiny garnet-colored slippers had a cluster of wide ribbons that spilled all over the instep. She had bought herself a blotter, a writing case, a penholder, and envelopes, even though she had no one to write to. She would dust her shelves, look at herself in the mirror, take a book, and then let it fall onto her knees while she dreamed between the lines. She wanted  to go traveling or return to live in her convent. At one and the same time she wanted to die and to live in Paris.

When it rained or snowed, Charles would direct his horse over the shortcuts. He would eat omelets at farm tables, put his hand into humid beds, receive full in the face the tepid spurt of bloodletting, listen to death rattles, examine the bedpans, and tuck in a great deal of dirty linens; but every night he would come home to a glowing fire, the table set, the furniture arranged comfortably, and a charming woman, neatly dressed, smelling so fresh you wondered where the fragrance came from and whether it wasn’t her skin lending the scent to her petticoat.

She charmed him by a number of elegant gestures. Sometimes it was a new way of cutting paper sconces for the candles, a flounce that she changed on her dress, or the extraordinary name of some quite simple dish that the maid had spoiled but that Charles swallowed with pleasure down to the bitter end. In Rouen she saw some women wearing charms on their watches; she bought charms. She wanted two large vases of blue glass on her fireplace, and awhile later, an ivory workbox with a vermeil thimble. The less Charles understood those elegant touches, the more he responded to their attraction. They added something to his sensual pleasures and to the sweetness of his home. It was as if gold dust were being spread all along the narrow path of his life.

He was in good health and looked well. His reputation was quite established. The country people adored him because he wasn’t conceited. He would pat the children, never entered a café, and otherwise inspired confidence by his good morals. He was especially successful with catarrhs and chest diseases. Being quite afraid of killing his patients, Charles hardly prescribed anything but sedatives, occasionally an emetic, a foot bath, or leeches. It wasn’t that he was afraid of surgery. He bled people frequently, like horses, and he had “one hell of a fist” for extracting teeth.

Finally, “to keep up to date” he subscribed to the  Medical News, a new journal whose prospectus he had received. He would read a little from it after dinner, but  the warmth of the room, combined with his digestion, made him fall asleep within five minutes, and he would stay there, his chin propped up on both his hands and his hair falling in fringes down to the lamp base. Emma would look at him and shrug her shoulders. Why wasn’t she at least married to one of those silent, impassioned men who work at their books all night and who, finally, at the age of sixty, when rheumatism sets in, wear a string of decorations on their badly made black suits? She would have liked the Bovary name, which was hers, to be famous, to see it displayed in the bookstores, repeated in newspapers, known by all of France. But Charles had no ambition whatsoever! A doctor from Yvetot, with whom he had recently found himself in consultation, had insulted him slightly, at the very bed of the patient, in front of the assembled relatives. When Charles told this to her that evening, Emma became furious at the other doctor. Charles was touched. He kissed her on the forehead with a tear in his eye. But she was exasperated with shame and felt like hitting him. She went into the hallway to open the window and breathe in some fresh air to calm herself.

“What a sad creature! What a sad creature!” she said to herself in a low voice, biting her lips.

She was beginning to feel more irritated with him in general. As he grew older he acquired some crude habits: during dessert he would whittle the corks of empty bottles, pass his tongue over his teeth after eating; he made a gulping noise at every mouthful as he swallowed his soup; and as he began putting on weight, his eyes, already small, seemed to sink in toward his temples because of his puffy cheeks.

Emma would sometimes tuck the red border of his undershirt into his waistcoat, straighten his cravat, or throw away worn gloves that he was about to put on. This was not, as he assumed, for him; it was for herself, for her own ego, out of nervous irritation. Sometimes, too, she told him about things she had read, a passage from a novel, for example, a new play or an anecdote about high society that was being reported in the paper. Charles was someone after all—an ever-available ear, an  ever-ready source of approval. She confided enough in her greyhound! She would even have confided in the fireplace logs and in the clock pendulum.

Deep down within her she was waiting for something to happen. Like sailors in distress, she gazed at the solitude of her life with despairing eyes, seeking some white sail in the far-off haze of the horizon. She didn’t know what this change would be, what wind would bring it to her, toward what shore it would take her, whether it was a launch or a triple-deck ship, laden with anxiety or filled to the portholes with joy. But each morning when she awoke she hoped for it that day, and she would listen to every noise, leap out of bed, be amazed that it hadn’t come; then, at sunset, growing continually sadder, she would look forward to the next day.

Spring returned. She felt stifled at the first warm spells, when the pear trees blossomed.

From the beginning of July she counted on her fingers how many weeks remained before October, thinking that the Marquis d’Andervilliers would perhaps give another ball at Vaubyessard. But September passed by without one letter or visit.

After the distress of this disappointment, her heart once more remained empty and the succession of identical days began again.

Now they were going to succeed each other one after the other, always the same, innumerable, and bringing nothing! Other people’s existences, as dull as they were, at least had the chance of something happening. Some occurrence would occasionally bring about a series of ups and downs or a change of scene. But it was God’s will that nothing should happen to her. The future was a totally dark corridor with a solidly locked door at its end.

She gave up her music. Why play? Who would listen to her? Since she would never be able to play in a concert on an Érard piano, in a velvet gown with short sleeves, tapping the ivory keys with her light fingers, feeling an ecstatic murmur, like a breeze, waft around her, it was not worth it to be bored studying. She left her drawing portfolios and tapestry in the cupboard. What for? For what reason? Sewing irritated her.

“I’ve read everything,” she told herself.

And she would sit heating the tongs or watching the rain fall.

How sad she was when they rang Vespers on Sunday. She would listen in an attentive stupor to each cracked chime of the bell. A cat, walking slowly across the rooftops, would arch its back against the pale rays of the sun. The wind was blowing clouds of dust along the highway. Once in a while a dog would howl in the distance and the bell would continue its monotonous, evenly spaced ringing, which faded off into the countryside.

Then people would emerge from the church. The women in polished clogs, the farmers in new smocks, the little children skipping bareheaded in front of them—all were going back to their homes. And until nighttime five or six men, always the same ones, would remain playing quoits in front of the main entrance of the inn.

It was a cold winter. The windowpanes were covered with frost each morning and the milky white light coming through them sometimes did not change all day long. They had to light the lamp by four o’clock.

In good weather she would go down to the garden. The dew on the cabbages formed a silvery lace with long transparent filaments stretching from one to the other. There were no birds singing, everything seemed asleep, even the straw-covered espalier and the vine beneath the wall coping looked like some large, ailing serpent. As you neared it, you could see wood lice with many feelers crawling about. Under the spruce trees near the hedge the sculptured curé in the three-cornered hat reading his breviary had lost his right foot, and the plaster on his face peeling off from the frost had left white patches.

Then she would go back, shut the door, stoke the fire, and wilting in its warmth, feel even more heavily the boredom that was overcoming her again. She would have gone to chat with the maid, but was held back by a sense of propriety.

Every day, at the same time, the schoolmaster in a black silk cap would fold back the shutters of his house and the village policemen would pass by, wearing his saber strapped over his shirt. Morning and evening the  mail horses, three at a time, would cross the street to water themselves at the pond. Occasionally the bell of a tavern door would tinkle; and when there was a wind, you could hear creaking on their two rods the wigmaker’s small copper basins, which served as a sign for his store. The store was decorated with an old-fashioned print of women’s fashions glued to a pane and a wax bust of a yellow-haired woman. The wigmaker also lamented his unfulfilled talent, his lost future, and dreamed of a shop in a big city, Rouen for example, on the quay, near the theater. He would walk back and forth all day long, from the church to the city hall, waiting for customers. Whenever Madame Bovary would look up, she would see him there, like a guard on sentry duty, with his cap pulled over one ear and his heavy woolen jacket.

Sometimes in the afternoon a man’s head would appear at the living-room window: bronzed face, black sideburns, and a slow, gentle, gleaming, open smile. Then a waltz would begin on an organ; in a miniature drawing room, dancers as tall as a finger (women in pink turbans, Tyrolean peasants in jackets, monkeys in black coats, gentlemen in knee breeches) would turn repeatedly around the armchairs, sofas and end tables, and be reflected in the bits of mirror held together at their corners by strips of gold paper. The man would turn the handle, look to the right, to the left, and toward the windows. From time to time, while directing a long jet of dark saliva toward the curbstone, he would lift the instrument, its heavy strap tiring his arm, with his knee; and sometimes languid and slow, sometimes joyous and fast, the music from the box would grind out across a pink taffeta curtain held by a copper clasp shaped like an arabesque. The tunes were those that were being played in the theaters, sung in drawing rooms, danced to in the evening beneath lighted chandeliers—echoes from the world that reached as far as Emma. Never-ending sarabands whirled in her head, and like a dancing girl on a flowered carpet, her thoughts leaped with the notes, swinging from dream to dream, from sadness to sadness. When the man had received a little money in his cap, he would pull an old blue wool cover down, slip  his organ onto his back, and go off with a heavy step. She would watch him until he disappeared.

Mealtime was the worst of all in that tiny room on the ground floor, with the smoking oven, the creaking door, the damp walls, and the moist flagstones; all the bitterness of her existence seemed to be served up to her on her plate, and the steam from the boiled beef brought up waves of nausea from the depths of her soul. It took Charles a long time to eat; she would nibble a few hazelnuts, or leaning on her elbow, would amuse herself by drawing lines on the oilcloth with the tip of her knife.

She was neglecting everything in the household now, and her mother-in-law, when she came to spend part of Lent in Tostes, was amazed at the change. She who had been so fastidious and delicate before now spent entire days without dressing, wearing gray cotton stockings, using candle ends for light. She kept saying that it was necessary to economize since they were not rich, adding that she was quite content, very happy, that she liked Tostes very much, and making other similar statements that silenced her mother-in-law’s objections. She seemed as disinclined as ever to follow the older woman’s advice, and once when Madame Bovary senior took it into her head to claim that masters should watch over their servants’ religion, Emma answered her with such an angry look and cold smile that the good woman did not meddle any more.

Emma was becoming difficult and capricious. She would order certain dishes for herself and not touch a thing. One day she would drink only fresh milk, and the next, dozens of cups of tea. Often she would refuse to go out, then she would feel stifled, fling open the windows, dress in light garments. After she had roundly scolded her maid she would give her presents or send her to the neighbors’, just as she would sometimes throw all the coins in her purse to the poor, although she was far from softhearted or especially responsive to others’ feelings, like most people of country stock, who always retain something of the callousness of their fathers in their souls.

Toward the end of February old man Rouault, in gratitude for his recovery, brought with his own hands a superb turkey to his son-in-law. He remained in Tostes three days. Since Charles was with his patients, Emma kept him company. He smoked in his bedroom, spat on the andirons, spoke of farming, calves, cows, poultry, and the town council, so much so that she closed the door when he left with a feeling of relief that surprised even her. Moreover, she was no longer hiding her distaste for everything and everyone; and she began to express very odd opinions sometimes, condemning things that were generally approved and approving perverse and immoral things. This often caused her husband to stare at her.

Would this misery last forever? Would she never be out of it? She certainly deserved as much as all those women who were living happily. She had seen duchesses at Vaubyessard who had clumsier figures and more common manners than she, and she cursed God’s injustice; she would lean her head against the wall and cry; she envied tumultuous lives, masked balls, and insolent pleasures with all the mad distractions they probably offered and that she had never known.

She became pale and suffered heart palpitations. Charles gave her valerian and camphor baths. Everything he tried seemed to irritate her more.

Some days she would talk with feverish abandon. These moments of exultation were suddenly succeeded by sullen moods in which she remained silent and motionless. Then she would revive herself by splashing the contents of a flask of eau de cologne over her arms.

Since she was constantly complaining about Tostes, Charles assumed that her illness was due to some local cause, and the idea taking hold, he thought seriously about setting up his practice elsewhere.

Then she started drinking vinegar in order to lose weight, contracted a small dry cough, and lost her appetite completely.

It meant a lot to Charles to abandon Tostes after four years’ residence and at the moment “when he was beginning to take root.” But if it was necessary! He took her to Rouen to his old professor. It was a nervous disorder; she needed a change of air.

After looking in every direction, Charles heard that there was a substantial market town named Yonville-l’Abbaye, in the Neufchâtel district, whose doctor, a Polish refugee, had run off the week before. So he wrote to the local pharmacist inquiring about the population, the distance from the nearest doctor, how much his predecessor had earned per year, etc. The answers were satisfactory and he decided to move toward spring if Emma’s health did not improve.

One day, as she was straightening up a drawer in preparation for moving, she pricked her fingers on something. It was an iron wire from her wedding bouquet. The orange blossoms were yellow with dust and the silver-bordered satin ribbons were fraying at the edge. She threw it into the fire. It flared up faster than a dry straw. Then it looked like a red bush on the ashes, slowly disintegrating. She watched it burn. The little cardboard berries burst, the brass wires twisted, the braiding melted; and the shriveled paper petals fluttered on the grate like black butterflies, then flew up the chimney.

When they left Tostes in the month of March, Madame Bovary was pregnant.
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