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This dissertation explores the numerous literary representations of the femme de 

lettres during the first half of the nineteenth century in order to illustrate the complexities 

of women’s entrance into the male-dominated domain of literature and also to suggest the 

impact these fictional characters might have had on the reception of actual women writers 

as well as their omission from the century’s literary canon.  The works that will be 

included in this analysis include: Mme de Staël’s Corinne, ou l’Italie, Stendhal’s Le 

Rouge et le noir, Honoré de Balzac’s Béatrix, La Muse du département and Illusions 

perdues, Delphine de Girardin’s La Canne de M. de Balzac, Napoline and La joie fait 

peur and George Sand’s Histoire de ma vie, Lettres d’un voyageur and Un Hiver à 

Majorque.  In compiling such diverse works of literature, it becomes clear that both male 

and female authors from the early nineteenth century were unable to envision a publicly 

embraced female genius.  Although almost all of the fictional femmes de lettres in this 
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study faced a destiny of professional silence, the reasons given for their failures are split 

between the male and female authors.  For the male authors, the woman as a successful 

intellectual, artist or author was ultimately impossible because of her inability to combine 

her female body and psyche with the “masculine” pursuit of knowledge.  Conversely, the 

female authors wrote characters whose inability to fully embrace a public literary or 

artistic career stemmed from society’s unwillingness to tolerate her exceptionality rather 

than from an inherent disconnect between genius and the female sex. 
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Introduction: 

 
Corinne and the (Im)possibility of Female Genius 

 
 

During the eighteen year period of the July Monarchy (1830-1848), France 

witnessed an explosion in the number of female writers, including not only George Sand, 

Flora Tristan and Marceline Desbordes-Valmore, but also numerous women who enjoyed 

great renown during the period—Sophie Cottin, Caroline Marbouty, Angélique Arnaud, 

Hortense Allart, Clémence Robert, and Virginie Ancelot, among countless others.  In 

seeking publication of their works, these femmes de lettres encroached upon a domain 

that was previously considered an exclusively masculine sphere of production and 

influence.  Their sudden arrival and frequent success troubled the stability of a pervasive 

system of patriarchal beliefs about gender roles anchored not only in the 1804 Code 

Civil, but in millennia of history.  The shocking and often upsetting influx of female 

novelists, poets, artists and journalists is reflected in a multi-decade debate about the 

possibility of female genius that takes place within journals, critical essays, caricature, art 

and even the novel.  The fictional representation of the femme de lettres in works of 

literature during the July Monarchy will be the focus of this study.  Through fictional 

reincarnations of women like George Sand and Delphine de Girardin, I will illustrate the 

struggles of a society coming to terms with an evolving field of literary production.  

Additionally, I will interpret how these fictional characters might have contributed to 

society’s overall understanding and judgment of actual femmes de lettres and how these 
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judgments may have eventually affected their critical reception and omission from the 

literary canon. 

With only a few exceptions from Marie de France to Mme de La Fayette, the field 

of French literature at the beginning of the nineteenth century had always been an almost 

exclusively masculine institution.  Up until that point, a single woman’s participation and 

success in the literary field was considered an anomaly and, as Mary Sheriff has noted, 

even admired.1  After a period of relative freedom for women in the late eighteenth 

century, where salonnières enjoyed a limited amount of influence and authority, and a 

handful of women wrote and published, the Revolution and the restrictions of the Code 

Napoléon of 1804 largely silenced the female intellectual voice for years to come.  

Margaret Waller explains that Napoléon’s Code Civil “tightened the loopholes in the 

patchwork of previous laws by codifying the political, economic and legal subordination 

of women to men.”2  Beginning in 1830, however, under the reign of Louis Philippe, the 

landscape of French literary and journalistic production evolved rapidly and drastically as 

censorship laws were relaxed.3  Thus, during the July Monarchy, women began writing 

and publishing in ever greater numbers, and that eighteen year period generated as many 

women writers as the entire eighteenth century.4  This atmosphere of innovation and 

relative freedom of the press facilitated the entry of women like George Sand, Delphine 

de Girardin, and Flora Tristan into the world of literature and journalism.  Previously 
                                                 
1 Sheriff, The Exceptional Woman: Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and the Cultural Politics of Art, 2. 
2 Waller, The Male Malady, 58. 
3 Bergman-Carton, The Woman of Ideas in French Art, 1830-1848.  The Charter of 1830 proclaimed, “The 
French have the right to print and publish their opinions, within the bounds of the law.  Censorship will 
never again be established.” Quoted in Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel, 11. 
4 Albistur and Armogather, Histoire du féminisme français, 253. 
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unthinkable, several female-run and feminocentric publications emerged during this time 

of journalistic innovation.5  Yet in spite of the increasing number of successful female 

authors in the 1830s and 40s, the predominant view of the established literary authority 

nonetheless reflected Proudhon’s aphorism that, “La femme auteur n’existe pas: c’est une 

contradiction.”6 

This conception of the femme auteur (or more broadly the femme de lettres) as an 

inherently oxymoronic, and thus impossible being, is at the heart of this exploration of 

fictional representations of the femme de lettres.  Many of the most renowned nineteenth-

century authors wrote novels with a femme de lettres as a primary or secondary character, 

and all of them somehow contemplate her (im)possiblility through their works of fiction.  

With the term femme de lettres, I am referring to educated women whose identity was 

anchored in their relationship to literature, and in a few cases, to related forms of artistic 

expression.  By using the term femme de lettres as opposed to femme auteur, I am able to 

include a broader range of fictional characters, from the educated salonnières and readers 

of the 1820s to the femmes de génie of various artistic talents to the femmes auteurs of the 

July Monarchy who began writing, privately at first, and eventually publishing 

prolifically and with great success.  All of the femmes de lettres included in this study are 

independent, educated readers who were inspired by both literature and learning, and who 

asserted intellectual or artistic independence, often producing their own work.  By 

encompassing this broader group of fictional characters I will also illustrate the evolution 

                                                 
5 Examples of feminist or female-run journals include: La Femme libre (est. 1832), La Tribune des femmes 
(est. 1832), La Gazette des Femmes (est. 1836), La Voix des femmes (est. 1848). 
6 Quoted in Planté, La petite soeur de Balzac, 216. 
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of the femme de lettres in the first half of the nineteenth century from a reader, thinker, 

and salonnière to a published author, which closely mirrors her evolution in reality.  The 

character of the femme de lettres appears in two primary literary categories during the 

first half of the nineteenth century: 1) in male-authored works of Realism and 2) as an 

autobiographical reflection in a variety of works by female authors.  Since this visible 

rise of the female author coincides roughly with that of literary Realism, her 

transformation from reality to fictional reflection of reality by writers like Stendhal, 

Balzac and Flaubert was largely inevitable.  Many of the female authors of the July 

Monarchy tend to incorporate the truths and struggles of their own experiences as both 

writers and as women into the lives of their fictional characters, as well as into 

autobiography, since, as Christine Planté notes, a writer’s first inclination to express him- 

or herself is generally manifested in an autobiographical endeavor.7  The characters 

generated by both the male Realists and the female authors in this study relate both the 

experiences and the potential of the female intellectual in largely contrasting manners.  In 

comparing the reality of some of the most noteworthy female authors of the time with 

their fictional representation, much can be learned about the difficulty faced by both 

sexes in coming to terms with the evolving landscape of literary production.   

As a more notable number of women earned some literary success and notoriety 

during the July Monarchy, a society structured upon the family unit as outlined in the 

Code Civil struggled to interpret the unconventionality of the independent and public 

female author.  Male contemporaries were especially wary of this threat to the previously 
                                                 
7 Planté, La petite soeur de Balzac, 233. 
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masculine and patriarchal domain of literary production.  Authors, critics, politicians and 

caricaturists voiced their opinions about the female author and intellectual through a 

variety of venues.  For example, Honoré Daumier approached the subject in his mordant 

caricature series of lithographs Les Bas-Bleus (1844), where he portrays women writers 

as manly and destructive to France’s social fabric.8  The images in Daumier’s Bas-Bleus 

series present women reading and writing while their frustrated husbands tend to a 

number of domestic duties.  These women of ideas are frequently masculinized in their 

appearance as well as their behavior.  Later in the century, Barbey d’Aurevilly also 

profiled the most prominent female authors of the century (whom he also referred to as 

bas-bleus) in a generally unfavorable light in the fifth volume of his Les Oeuvres et les 

Hommes (1878). 

Moreover, some of the most important authors of the July Monarchy chose to 

write novels with central or secondary characters who were femmes de lettres, a figure 

who had not been seen before in any significant way (with the notable exception of 

Molière’s unflattering depictions in Les Précieuses ridicules and Les Femmes savants).  

The prominence of this type of character in early nineteenth-century literature 

underscores the significance of her emerging role both in society and in the field of 

cultural production.  A femme de lettres appears as a primary or secondary character in at 

least eight works of fiction between 1807 and 1848, including: Staël’s Corinne, ou 

l’Italie (1807), Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le noir (1830), Balzac’s Béatrix (1839), La Muse 

                                                 
8 For a complete discussion of Daumier’s representation of the femme de lettres or bas-bleu in caricature, 
see Bergman-Carton, The Woman of Ideas in French Art, 1830-1848. 
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du département (1843), and Illusions perdues (1839),9 Delphine de Girardin’s La Canne 

de M. de Balzac (1836) and Napoline (1834), and Caroline Marbouty’s Une Fausse 

position (1844).10  In addition to this prevalence of the femme de lettres in fiction, her 

presence is reinforced through autobiographical works such as Flora Tristan’s 

Pérégrinations d’une paria (1838) and George Sand’s Histoire de ma vie (1855), as well 

as a number of critical and political writings like Mme de Genlis’ De l’influence des 

femmes sur la littérature française (1811) and Staël’s De la littérature (1800). 

The goal of this study is to relate several of these fictional representations of the 

femme de lettres with their living counterparts and to illustrate the positive and negative 

ways in which authors exaggerate her portrayal in fiction.  This study goes beyond 

existing scholarship to explore this important bidirectional relationship between literary 

representations of the female intellectual and the actual women of the 1830s and 1840s 

who were redefining the parameters and exclusions of literary production.  The way in 

which each male author included in this study portrays his femme de lettres can be read as 

a deliberate social commentary about a particular contemporary femme de lettres or 

“type” of female intellectual; those written by women are largely self-explorations 

enveloped in social commentary.  In this study, I will supplement the analysis of fictional 

representations of the femme de lettres with various relevant works of non-fiction, 

including autobiography, essays, criticism and personal correspondence, as well as 

explore the impact that all of these forms of representation may have had on her actual 

                                                 
9 The primary femmes de lettres in Balzac’s novels also reappear in more minor roles in several of his other 
novels. 
10 Caroline Marbouty (1803-1890) wrote under the pen name Claire Brunne. 
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reception and eventual exclusion from the nineteenth-century canon.  In doing so, I call 

into question the assumed truth of non-fiction and the imaginary nature of fiction, and 

illustrate how both genres embody varying degrees of truth in their portrayal of the 

femme de lettres.  In Le pacte autobiographique, Phillipe Lejeune explores the porous 

relationship between fiction and autobiography, quoting André Gide who wrote that, 

“Peut-être même approche-t-on de plus près la vérité dans le roman,” as well as François 

Mauriac who suggested, “Seule la fiction ne ment pas.”11  Mme de Staël believed in the 

possibility of fiction shaping reality, and she explained that the fictional, yet realistic 

universe of a well-written novel could strongly influence individual morals and in turn 

public ones.  She wrote, “Mais un roman tel qu’on peut le concevoir, tel que nous en 

avons quelques modèles, est une des plus belles productions de l’esprit humain, une des 

plus influentes sur la morale des individus, qui doit former ensuite les mœurs 

publiques,”12 hinting that we should read her own exploration of female genius in 

Corinne, ou l’Italie in search of a moral. 

 

*** 

The Inescapable Legacy of Rousseau 

 

France’s original fictional representation of the femme de lettres, and the one to 

whom all ensuing characters are compared, is Mme de Staël’s Corinne.  In her 1807 

                                                 
11 Quoted in Lejeune, Le pacte autobiographique, 41. 
12 Staël, Essai sur les fictions, 139. 
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novel Corinne, ou l’Italie, Staël became the first author to suggest through fiction the 

possibility of female genius with this provocative protagonist.  The novel was 

enormously successful and thus influential in the century’s conceptualization of the 

femme de lettres and debate over the possibility of female genius.  Replies to Staël’s 

audacious Corinne can be found in works of fiction and non-fiction, art, caricature, and 

correspondence throughout the first half of the century.   

The way in which Mme de Staël conceived of and portrayed her genius 

protagonist was limited to a certain extent by the influential ideas on gender that Jean-

Jacques Rousseau had impressed upon her.  Before exploring the femme de lettres of 

Staël’s foundational text, it is important to first consider Rousseau’s powerful influence 

on not only Mme de Staël, but also on the social and political fabric of the early 

nineteenth century in general.  Throughout his writings, Rousseau encouraged women to 

embrace their domestic and maternal roles by revalorizing their contributions to the 

family unit, and his ideas were so popular that they dominated gender politics for over 

half a century.  As Mary Sheriff explains, “Rousseau’s influence before, during, and after 

the Revolution can hardly be overestimated, and there was scarcely a medical tract, 

advice manual or treatise on the nature of woman published between 1770 and 1810 that 

did not cite his authority” (Sheriff, 3-4).  The basis for Rousseau’s gender discourse was 

in no way revolutionary, since women’s socially mandated roles had always been and 

continued to be largely domestic and passive.  However, the enormous success of 

Rousseau’s work and the seductive musicality of his writing generated a new wave of 

enthusiasm for his vision of idealized domesticity, which was embraced not only by 
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Napoléon and his Code Civil but also by Rousseau’s broad base of readers, many of them 

women.  Long after Rousseau’s death, even the most liberated and unconventional of the 

century’s femmes de lettres continued to be influenced by his writings.  Even George 

Sand revealed the strength of Rousseau’s influence on her in her Histoire de ma vie, 

noting, “La langue de Jean-Jacques et la forme de ses déductions s’emparèrent de moi 

comme une musique superbe éclairée d’un grand soleil….Je devins, en politique, le 

disciple ardent de ce maître, et je le fus bien longtemps sans restrictions.”13 

 Rousseau outlines his formula for a productive and peaceful society based on 

clearly delineated gender roles in two of his most famous works, Emile (1762) and Julie, 

ou la Nouvelle Héloïse (1761).  In Emile, Rousseau creates the character of Sophie in 

order to illustrate the ideal female education as being one that is just enough to make a 

woman interesting so that she may converse with her husband, but not enough to 

encourage her own intellectual development, and certainly not as a way to foster a 

profession in writing.  Her role was a passive one: a devout Christian, but not a 

theologian; a reader, but not a writer; agreeable, but not brilliant; to take walks, but not to 

run; to observe, but not to reason; to understand lessons, but not to think critically about 

them; to learn, but not to teach.  He bolsters his argument by claiming that a woman’s 

passive role was intended by nature, reminding readers, “l’essentiel est d’être ce que nous 

fit la nature.”14  This question of nature’s role in the development of female intellect will 

                                                 
13 Sand, Histoire de ma vie II, 20. 
14 Rousseau, Emile, 238. 



 10

resurface throughout the first half of the century, especially in the works included in this 

study. 

In Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse, the female protagonist demonstrates a path to 

fulfillment through child rearing, attention to domestic duties, and religious fervency.  

The moment in the story when Julie is tempted to stray from a righteous path to 

womanhood occurs when she is in the process of working with her tutor.  This 

environment of intellectual exploration leads to sexual adventures for which she spends 

the rest of the novel repenting and trying to free herself from emotionally and spiritually.  

Overall, the novel implicitly and even directly discourages women from reading and 

studying.  Rousseau warns in his preface, “Jamais fille chaste n’a lu de romans… Celle 

qui, malgré ce titre, en osera lire une seule page est une fille perdue” (4), half provoking, 

half admonishing his female readership. 

At the turn of the nineteenth century, the appearance of a few noteworthy women 

of superior intellect and talent re-ignited a long-term debate about the (im)possibility of 

female genius and the (in)appropriateness of a public female intellectual.  The late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were marked by women like Elisabeth Vigée-

Lebrun, an influential painter, Marceline Desbordes-Valmore, a renowned poet, and 

Germaine de Staël, a prolific author.  However, as Mary Sheriff notes in The Exceptional 

Woman, these few exceptionally talented women did not pose a threat to the deep-rooted 

understanding of the gender of genius since, “the exceptional woman is a traditional 

figure of masculinist discourse, tolerated, even admired in her originality” (2).  As “a 

transgression against a firmly established natural law” (Sheriff, 1), their exceptionality 
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was not threatening to the established male authority given the improbability of its 

reoccurrence. 

*** 

Mme de Staël and the Pursuit of Genius 

 
 
Fig. 1.  Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun, “Portrait of Madame de Staël as Corinne on Cape Misenum,” 1809 
 

One of the first women of the nineteenth century to live in direct opposition to 

Rousseau’s gender ideologies was Germaine de Staël.  Staël was born Anne Louise 

Germaine Necker in 1766 as the daughter of Louis XVI’s finance minister Jacques 

Necker and Suzanne Curchod, a popular Parisian salonnière.  The combination of Staël’s 

superior education, her natural talents and the influence of her mother’s literary salon set 

her on a path towards literary production from an early age.  A great admirer of 

Rousseau, Staël eventually went on to hold her own prominent literary salon in Paris 
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despite the philosopher’s injunction in Emile: “j’aimerais encore cent fois mieux une fille 

simple et grossièrement élevée, qu’une fille savante et bel esprit qui viendrait établir dans 

ma maison un tribunal de littérature dont elle se ferait la présidente” (240).  Staël began 

to write from a young age, but discouraged by her father, society and the voice of 

Rousseau, did not publish anything until 1786.  She then wrote continuously in a variety 

of genres and with great success until her death in 1817.  When Napoléon came to power, 

he could not tolerate Staël’s strong female voice, and he exiled her for much of her 

career.  Staël continued to write and publish prolifically and to travel around Europe 

during her exile.  On the whole, she lived an active and productive existence rather than 

the passive one Rousseau had prescribed. 

Staël was fortunate to have been given an excellent education by her mother and 

to have been able to further that education in her mother’s literary salon where she could 

interact with intellectuals, artists and authors.  As she pursued her literary, poetic and 

conversational talents, however, she realized how polemical these skills could be for a 

woman as her father fervently discouraged her from writing and refused to equip her with 

the materials she needed to pursue her talents.15  The first work Staël published under her 

own name was Lettres sur les ouvrages et le caractère de J.J. Rousseau in 1788, 

highlighting the important influence Rousseau had had upon her.  Madelyn Gutwirth 

explores the impact of Rousseau’s teachings on Staël in her analysis of the prefaces in 

Lettres sur les ouvrages et le caractère de J.J. Rousseau.  She writes that Staël, “…would 

always feel an underlying need to atone for being a woman and yet speaking so loudly 
                                                 
15 Gutwirth, “Madame de Staël, Rousseau, and the Woman Question,” PMLA, 103. 
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with so much authority.  …But at the same time she clearly hoped to impress the reader 

with her moral seriousness and intellect.”16   

 This struggle, both psychological and logistical, for legitimacy as a writer and 

intellectual plagued Staël for much of her career, and it is a struggle that plays itself out 

thematically in many of her works.  Staël treats the issue of women writers as a critical 

and distant historian in Lettres sur les ouvrages et le caractère de J.J. Rousseau in 1788 

and in De la littérature in 1800.  In De la littérature, Staël devotes one chapter to “Des 

femmes qui cultivent les lettres,” wherein she proposes improved educational 

opportunities for women and criticizes society’s reduction of women to “médiocrité” 

(335), yet also concedes that most women should remain in the domestic sphere and that 

exceptional women should not pursue glory and fame through their accomplishments.  

She compares the struggles of femmes extraordinaires to those of pariahs and notes the 

difficulty of those few brilliant enough to write well by saying, 

…mais il était néanmoins difficile aux femmes de porter noblement la réputation 
d’auteur, de la concilier avec l’indépendance d’un rang élevé, et de ne perdre rien, 
par cette réputation, de la dignité, de la grâce, de l’aisance et du naturel qui 
devaient caractériser leur ton et leurs manières habituelles. (334) 
 

Even after having proclaimed in De la littérature, “La gloire même peut être reprochée à 

une femme, parce qu’il y a contraste entre la gloire et sa destinée naturelle” (339), the 

female protagonist in her 1807 novel Corinne, ou l’Italie17 attains a considerable level of 

unapologetic fame and glory.  Of all of Staël’s works, Corinne most fully explores the 

topic of the exceptional woman and is a foundational text for understanding the realities 
                                                 
16 Gutwirth, “Madame de Staël, Rousseau, and the Woman Question,” PMLA, 100. 
17 Staël’s novel Corinne, ou l’Italie will henceforth be referred to as simply Corinne. 
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and possibilities of the femme de lettres in the nineteenth century.  Bergman-Carton 

writes that, “Corinne was the first woman of ideas portrayed in a novel and she was 

critical to the formation of a fictive and actual model of female independence and 

intellect.”18  The ramifications of Corinne for both fictive and actual femmes de lettres in 

the early nineteenth century will be revealed throughout this study. 

  

*** 

Corinne and the (Im)possibility of Female Genius 

 

In Corinne, ou l’Italie, Staël tells the story of a rich and independent young 

woman who has earned the admiration of Italy for her poetic and improvisational talents.  

The novel opens with her coronation at the capitol in Rome surrounded by throngs of 

adoring supporters.  Neither the narrator nor Corinne’s enthusiastic audience could have 

exalted her any more fervently, calling her “une divinité,” “un génie,” “Sybille,” “une 

prêtresse d’Apollon,” “une femme supérieure,” “une prophétie de l’avenir.”19  

Throughout the story the reader is continually reminded of the authenticity of Corinne’s 

genius and of the respect she has won with her oratory talents.  Although her story begins 

in pomp and glory, it ends with a typically Romantic death, initiated by her love for a 

man and the revelation of her tragic past.  Born to an English father and Italian mother, 

Corinne spent her childhood in the socially liberated country of Italy.  When she was only 

                                                 
18 Bergman-Carton, The Woman of Ideas in French Art, 1830-1848, 172, emphasis mine. 
19 Staël, Corinne, 51-57. 
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ten she lost her mother and had to return to England with her father where he married a 

woman unwelcoming to Corinne’s unusual artistic talents.  After years of creative 

suffocation in the more rigid social framework of England, Corinne eventually escaped 

back to a freer Italy.  She agreed to pretend she had died in order to please her harsh step-

mother, and adopted a new identity in Italy with only a first name and no patronym.  

After several years of success and independence, Corinne meets Oswald, an Englishman 

with mysteriously close ties to Corinne’s own family, and falls in love with him.  Her 

relationship with Oswald marks the beginning of the end of her glorious ascension to 

fame, and she eventually dies from what appears to be a broken heart as Oswald marries 

her half-sister. 

 Most Staël scholars concur that Staël wrote Corinne as a sort of fantasized and 

exaggerated version of herself.20  Although Staël was initially known for the 

conversational talents she developed in her mother’s salon, her eventual literary successes 

diverged from Corinne’s on a number of levels, making the two women connected in 

spirit, but not professionally identical.  Corinne’s intellectual essence was inspired by 

Staël’s, but through fiction Staël was able to manipulate Corinne’s environment in order 

to amplify her potential for success, freedom, and acceptance.  Staël used her novel as a 

vehicle not only for proposing the radical possibility of a female genius, but also for 

exploring the types of social and political conditions that would facilitate a public 

acknowledgement of an exceptional woman.  She created an environment for Corinne 

                                                 
20 See Gutwirth, “Seeing Corinne Afresh,” in Szmurlo, The Novel’s Seductions, 26; Vallois, Ficitions 
Féminines; Levy, “A Genius for the Modern Era: Mme de Staël’s Corinne” NCFS; Sluga, “Gender and the 
Nation: Madame de Staël or Italy,” Women’s Writing, 241. 
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free of political restrictions to her intellectual development and free of a controlling and 

discouraging father figure.  In Corinne’s Italy there was no dominating Napoleonic 

figure, and in his place was a loose, almost transparent system of small local 

governments.  Staël also freed the minds of her fictional Italian citizens of the sexism that 

might have prevented Corinne from accessing and thriving in the public sphere 

elsewhere.  Through fiction, Staël was able to give Corinne a level of mobility and 

freedom that nineteenth-century French women had not yet achieved. 

 In many ways, Corinne was progressive in its presentation of female 

independence.  Staël used Corinne’s voice as a tool for critical social commentary on 

societies where women were discouraged from intellectual and artistic pursuits.  In 

comparing the strict social codes of England with the freedom of Italy, Corinne explains 

that, “qui veut être heureux et développer son génie, doit, avant tout, bien choisir 

l’atmosphère dont il s’entoure immédiatement” (371-2).  The exaggerated praises of 

Corinne and constant reminders of her genius, her talent, her respect, and her power 

underscore a feminist agenda.  As Christine Battersby explains in Gender and Genius, 

Corinne was an extraordinary work for the time because Staël is able to create in her 

protagonist what had been for centuries seen as a complete incongruity and impossibility 

– a feminine female genius.21  

 However, in spite of the narrative techniques Staël uses to exalt Corinne and to 

convey the message that female genius can exist, the novel ultimately undermines her 

                                                 
21 Battersby, Gender and Genius, 99.  Battersby explains that any exceptional women who could have been 
considered genius were explained as being essentially male spirits in a woman’s body.  Corinne is however 
clearly both feminine and female. 
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contentions on a number of levels.  In the end, Staël is unable to assert the triumph of this 

female genius, and Corinne’s self-willed death and abandonment of her genius weaken 

the character’s discursive power to illustrate the real potential for both the embodiment of 

and public acceptance of female genius.  In the pages to follow I will examine the ways 

in which Staël, writing from within the limitations of Romanticism and harboring her 

own insecurities as a female author, detracts from her mission of proposing a female 

genius.  The character of Corinne is significant for both her provocative suggestion of 

female genius as well as her ultimate Romantic surrender.  The successes and failures of 

the first fictional femme de lettres are equally influential on the century’s ensuing 

portrayals of the figure.  The remainder of this introduction will thus explore the ways in 

which Corinne, as the century’s foundational femme de lettres, sets the tone for other 

fictional femmes de lettres depicted throughout the century who are equally haunted by a 

number of shortcomings and similar endings of silence. 

In addition to her limitations as a Romantic hero, there are a number of aspects to 

Corinne’s life and work that make her a problematic role model for or representation of 

the nineteenth-century femme de lettres.  Firstly, Corinne exists outside of the framework 

of society with no last name, an invented first name, and no family.  This freedom from 

certain forms of patriarchy enables her mobility and artistic growth, but it also makes 

Corinne a distant and unlikely model for the aspiring femme de lettres in nineteenth-

century France, where such an existence would be nearly impossible.  A century and a 

half after the publication of Staël’s novel, Hélène Cixous urged female writers to “take 

the time to unname yourselves for a moment,” and warned that names “are nothing but 
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social tools, rigid concepts, little cages of meaning.”22  Madame de Staël understood 

these same limitations of names, and used the fictional Corinne to experiment with 

liberating a brilliant character from the patriarchal constriction of a last name.  This 

complete freedom from a name, a country, and a father empowers Corinne to embrace 

her genius, which otherwise would have been suffocated in England.  However, this 

ability to exist outside so many of the limits of a patriarchal society does make Corinne 

less plausible as a role model for the potential of brilliant women of the early nineteenth 

century.  Even George Sand, who accomplished a similar reinvention of herself twenty-

five years later, was only able to do so initially “disguised” by a male pen name.  French 

society was far from ready to embrace a public and feminine femme de génie even thirty 

years after Corinne. 

 Throughout the novel, Corinne is routinely compared to the ancient Greek lyric 

poet Sappho, to a Sibyl and to Armida.23  These sorts of ancient comparisons, inspired by 

the neoclassical movement of the early nineteenth century, in some ways bolster the 

strength and exceptionality of Corinne, but in other ways they distance her from the 

reality of her time and make her an even more unattainable figure.  As a “rejeton du 

passé, une prophétie de l’avenir” (57), Corinne foreshadows a time when women will be 

free from the multiple constraints of patriarchy to pursue their own genius.  In suggesting 

that Corinne rejects recent history and embraces a mythical and almost imaginary 
                                                 
22 Cixous, “Coming to Writing” and Other Essays, ed. Deborah Jenson, 49. 
23 Sappho was an ancient Greek lyric poet born sometime between 630 BC and 615 BC.  Her poetry was 
greatly admired throughout antiquity, and although most of it has been lost, fragments of her nine volumes 
in varying levels of completeness have been uncovered.  The word sibyl comes from the ancient Greek 
word sibylla, meaning prophetesse.  Armida was a sorceress from Torquato Tasso’s poem Jerusalem 
Delivered (1580). 
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existence evoked through ancient Greek mythology, the narrator envisions a brighter 

alternative future for women of genius.  However, in referencing these mythical images, 

Staël distances her otherworldly Corinne from women’s nineteenth-century reality.  Joan 

DeJean agrees that by linking Corinne with Sappho, Staël makes her less human.24  

Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve referred to Corinne as the “great ideal of all celebrated 

women,”25 but the unlikelihood of any real woman replicating her numerous freedoms 

made her an unattainable figure.  Her mystical exceptionality actually substantiated the 

dominant discourse that acknowledged only the most extraordinary cases of female 

intelligence, since a woman of genius existing outside Corinne’s fictional Italian world 

could not prevail as she did.   

 Further complicating Staël’s decision to write Corinne as an exalted ideal existing 

in a country lacking the patriarchal institutions and beliefs of France is the fact that 

Corinne leaves behind almost no written texts for posterity as evidence of her genius.  

Although she is described as a writer and is often compared to Sibyl, readers have no 

evidence of her ever writing anything (with a few non-literary exceptions which will be 

discussed later in this introduction).  Corinne is first presented as, “la femme la plus 

célèbre de l’Italie, Corinne, poëte, écrivain, improvisatrice, et l’une des plus belles 

personnes de Rome” (49).  Thus, although one of the pillars of her genius is initially 

presented as writing, the novel never validates this claim, and Corinne remains firmly in 

the realm of the performative arts.  Corinne’s actual genius, as manifested in the pages of 

                                                 
24 DeJean, “Portrait of the artist as Sappho,” in Germaine de Staël: Crossing the Borders, ed. Gutwirth, 
128. 
25 Quoted in Gutwirth, “Seeing Corinne Afresh,” in Szmurlo The Novel’s Seductions, 28. 
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the novel, lies in a combination of her vast knowledge of literary and artistic history and 

in her ability to combine this wisdom with her own enthousiasme and creativity in order 

to improvise brilliant performances.  Her genius, however, only manifests itself in 

momentary, ephemeral ways.  Although her improvisations and theatrical performances 

invigorate and inspire her audiences, they are never transcribed into an enduring written 

text that will outlast the moment of their utterance.  The fact that her performances are so 

briefly witnessed does not make them any less brilliant; however, it does diminish their 

long-term influence, prompting Nancy Miller to ask whether voice can ever be a model 

of authority.26  Addressing this very question of orality versus textuality, Staël herself 

claimed in De l’Allemagne that serious subjects should always be treated in writing, not 

orally.27  Although Staël’s own career began in the salon, she evolved into a writer who 

broached a variety of subjects ranging from politics to gender to literature to love to 

history, all of which are still accessible today because of their textuality. 

 Corinne’s oral and performative persona recalls Staël’s beginning as a 

conversationalist and budding writer at her mother’s salon.  Given these similarities, 

Corinne can be read as an exaggerated, idealized portrayal of Madame de Staël before 

she began successfully publishing critical and fictional works.  However, the major 

professional difference between Corinne and her author lies in Madame de Staël’s 

production of lasting, published literary works.  In looking at Madame de Staël’s own 

                                                 
26 Miller, “Politics, Feminism, and Patriarchy: Rereading Corinne,” in Germaine de Staël: Crossing the 
Borders, ed. Gutwirth, 197. 
27 Bowman, “Communication and Power in Germaine de Staël: Transparency and Obstacle,” in Gutwirth 
Germaine de Staël: Crossing the Borders, 63.  
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career, it is unlikely that she would have been remembered at all if she had never evolved 

from the oral and performative realm of her mother’s salon to writing.  Because Staël 

matured from orality to textuality (and Corinne did not), the legacy of her protagonist 

necessarily diverges from her own.  During Corinne’s final performance of the novel, the 

heroine says to her Italian supporters, “Rappelez-vous quelquefois mes vers, mon âme y 

est empreinte” (583), yet she leaves nothing behind by which to remember her verse 

beyond the memories of her listeners, and her plea comes off as a hopeless request rather 

than a statement of authority.  When she was writing Corinne, Staël had already 

successfully published her first novel Delphine in 1802, along with a number of critical 

essays, ensuring that through these texts she would be remembered.  By creating a 

protagonist who fails to assure her artistic legacy, Staël falls short of telling her own truth 

and of proposing the possibility of a femme de lettres who will actually be remembered in 

the future by participating in rather than circumventing the (masculine) field of literary 

production.  Rather than being a literal model for the femme de lettres of the nineteenth 

century, Corinne is an artistic and Romantic manifestation of Staël’s belief that women 

can embody genius, and that given different socio-political circumstances, have the 

potential to thrive artistically and intellectually. 

There exists a great lacuna in comparing the literary production of Corinne with 

that of Mme de Staël.  Whereas by 1807 Mme de Staël had already successfully 

published works of criticism, literary analysis and fiction, which were widely read both in 

France and abroad, Corinne’s writing remains restricted to a personal sphere because of 

the types of things she wrote.  In fact, the “poëte” and “écrivain” only leaves behind three 
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written texts: a lengthy letter to Oswald explaining her past, an Italian translation of 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and a few final fragments of her thoughts as she drifts 

towards death.  Outside of these three texts, her genius is largely conveyed through her 

performances.  Corinne’s letter to Oswald is a long explanation of her past and of her 

connection to Oswald’s family interspersed with some social and feminist commentary.  

Although the letter reveals Staël’s own feminist inclinations and her frustrations with the 

limitations of a patriarchal society, for Corinne the letter is a private non-literary text that 

does not justify her claim to be an “écrivain.” 

Corinne’s second written work, the translation of Shakespeare, is described in the 

novel as brilliant.  The narrator explains that, “La pièce de Roméo et Juliette, traduite en 

italien, semblait rentrer dans sa langue maternelle” (194),  and, “Jamais tragédie n’avait 

produit un tel effet en Italie.  Les Romains exaltaient avec transport la traduction, et la 

pièce et l’actrice” (200).  Corinne’s genius as both a performer and translator is carefully 

underscored by the narrator.  However, in merely translating someone else’s work, 

Corinne does not make a lasting original contribution to Italian theatre or literature.  

Although the audience for this production appears sizable, the play still mimics a private 

salon performance in several ways.  First, the play is only performed once, and like all of 

Corinne’s performances, only exists for a brief moment in time.  Second, the play is 

presented in a palace owned by one of Castel-Forte’s relatives, reinforcing the dominance 

of the private sphere.  Thus, although the performance of Romeo and Juliet may convince 

readers of Corinne’s brilliance as a translator and actress, it fails to secure for her a 

lasting recognition because it was private and momentary. 



 23

Just before her death and in the midst of her separation from genius and 

inspiration, Corinne begins her last quasi-literary endeavor as she writes down fragments 

of her final thoughts.  She starts by seemingly negating the possibility that what she is 

writing is of literary or artistic merit, claiming, “Mon talent n’existe plus; je le regrette.  

J’aurais aimé que mon nom lui parvînt avec quelque gloire…” (520).28  The text 

continues as a lamentation of her fleeting genius and identity.  Since this final work is a 

single entry in a personal journal, it is not destined for publication and remains firmly 

outside the parameters of literature.  Regardless of the purported brilliance or eloquence 

of her three written works, Corinne’s genius will not be printed or published in the way 

her creator’s was, making the protagonist, in spite of the initial pomp of her coronation, a 

less successful version of Mme de Staël’s own foray into the field of artistic production. 

Corinne’s last “performance” falls somewhere between a written and oral 

manifestation of her dying spirit.  Too sick to deliver her final poetic chant, Corinne 

selects an unidentified young girl to read the verses she had composed for the occasion.  

Although the narrator does not indicate the size of the audience, her last performance 

took place in a room at the Académie de Florence, and therefore must have been a 

smaller and more private presentation than her coronation at the beginning of the novel.  

Her song is also read by an anonymous girl whom the narrator describes briefly: “Une 

jeune fille vêtue de blanc et couronnée de fleurs parut sur une espèce d’amphithéâtre 

qu’on avait préparé.  C’était elle qui devait chanter les vers de Corinne” (581).  She is 

presented as a vessel for Corinne’s final fragment of genius and not as her own source of 
                                                 
28 “lui” refers to Oswald. 
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brilliance.  The sad tone of the poem and the anonymity of the girl provide little hope for 

the transmission of Corinne’s genius. 

Joan DeJean notes that Corinne’s improvisational genius reflects Hélène Cixous’ 

idea that she came to language (orality) but not to writing (textuality).29  In her essay 

“Coming to Writing,” Cixous insists, “Speaking…doesn’t leave traces: you can speak – it 

evaporates, ears are made for hearing, voices get lost…But writing!  Establishing a 

contract with time.  Noting!  Making yourself noticed!!!”30  It is this lasting contract with 

time to which Cixous refers that Corinne is lacking.  Corinne is written as a character 

with the courage to express herself orally but not to transpose her genius into a textual 

format, which Cixous explains as being a daunting task from the perspective of a woman 

who has historically had no right to write and enter the domain of Truth.31  Thus, for 

Corinne, this manifestation of intellect through voice and performance directly mirrors 

the atmosphere of the salon where Staël found her own voice, but it falls short of the 

ensuing steps Staël took in order to “come to writing.”  This inability to ground the 

fictional femme de lettres in textuality is a problem that resurfaces in works throughout 

the century with other female characters.  There is no simple explanation as to why Staël 

did not create a protagonist who wrote, but her hesitation may have come from timidity, 

from a need to create a pleasing and socially acceptable ending for her readers, as well as 

from a defiant refusal to submit her character to the structures and limitations of this 

patriarchal “domain of the Truth.” 

                                                 
29 DeJean, “Staël’s Corinne: The Novel’s Other Dilemma,” in Szmurlo, The Novel’s Seductions, 119. 
30 Cixous, “Coming to Writing” and other Essays, ed. Deborah Jenson, 15. 
31 Cixous, “Coming to Writing” and other Essays, ed. Deborah Jenson, 27-29. 
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Throughout the novel, Corinne wanders through the magnificent ruins of Italy 

both in Rome and in the countryside, and serves as an erudite tour guide for Oswald 

explaining Italy’s brilliant past and illuminating the stone structures that tell so many 

glorious stories.  In some ways these ruins seem to be in harmony with Corinne’s ancient 

Greek association with Sappho and Sibyl, but in other ways their concrete reality is 

juxtaposed with her mystical existence and the oral, and thus ephemeral nature of her 

genius.  Architects, rulers and saints are remembered even thousands of years later by the 

works they left behind, but Corinne (the character) leaves no concrete legacy.  She seems 

to float among the ancient structures and leaves nothing tangible of her own behind.  

Although Corinne claimed early in the novel that she would be honored in the Pantheon 

among other great writers and intellectuals, the end of her story suggests otherwise. 

By the end of the novel, the foundation upon which Corinne’s genius is built as a 

“poëte” and “écrivain” is undermined.  Although her improvisations are revered by all of 

Italy, several scholars have called into question the genius of her performances as they 

are written in the novel.  Vincent Whitman claims that her improvisations are not as 

magnificent as the narrator sets them up to be and that they are far from being examples 

of poetic genius.32  And Joan DeJean writes that the improvisations are the weakest part 

of the novel.33  Moreover, Whitman also questions her poetic merit in stating that her 

improvisations “aren’t rendered in verse at all but as prose paragraphs that can convey 

                                                 
32 Whitman, “’Remember my verse sometimes.’ Corinne’s Three Songs,” in Szmurlo, The Novel’s 
Seductions, 56. 
33 DeJean, “Staël’s Corinne: The Novel’s Other Dilemma,” in Szmurlo, The Novel’s Seductions, 123. 
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only the literal import of the (nonexistent) poetry, bereft of its imputed musicality…”34  

Thus, Corinne is a poet who does not rhyme or use verse and a writer who has not written 

anything literary.  Although the narrator’s praise of Corinne’s intelligence overshadows 

most of these shortcomings, there is nonetheless an impression of deficiency on the part 

of this supposed poetic genius at the end of the novel.  Christine Battersby writes that the 

novel leaves readers with “an overwhelming impression of dishonesty,”35 because 

although the narrator describes Corinne’s genius, she never shows it.  After having been 

repeatedly extolled as a genius, Corinne dies in near anonymity, leaving no legacy of her 

exceptionality. 

After praising the uniqueness of Corinne’s genius throughout the novel, Staël 

surprisingly has her transfer her genius to her young niece Juliette in a brief amount of 

time just before her death.  Through Juliette, Staël provides some hope that in spite of a 

tragic ending for Corinne’s creative mind, her attributes may be embodied by another 

woman.  However, by passing on Corinne’s talents and knowledge to her niece in just a 

few short visits, Staël in some ways trivializes Corinne’s genius.  Instead of leaving 

society with concrete remnants of her genius like poetry, novels, essays or plays, she 

whispers her talents to Juliette and passes on silently.  It is hard to imagine Juliette being 

able to fully embody Corinne’s genius back in the more restrictive country of England.  

Thus, the fate of female genius in the fictional world of Corinne is uncertain. 

                                                 
34 Whitman, “’Remember my verse sometimes.’ Corinne’s Three Songs,” in Szmurlo, The Novel’s 
Seductions, 56. 
35 Battersby, Gender and Genius, 99.  Battersby attributes this idea to Gutwirth, Mme de Staël, Novelist, 
1978. 
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 Whether Corinne was meant to be a glorified version of Mme de Staël or an 

inspirational model for other exceptional women, her self-effacement and her orality are 

problematic.  In writing and publishing Corinne, Mme de Staël was successful in living a 

public intellectual life, yet the story she tells questions the possibility of her own or 

others’ lasting success.  It is difficult to determine whether Corinne’s death was 

inevitable because of the need for a Romantic plot or because of Staël’s uncertainty in 

envisioning a brighter future for the female intellectual.  Having once written that, “Il n’y 

a sur cette terre que des commencements; aucune limite n’est marquée,”36 Staël indicates 

that, in spite of her silent ending, Corinne was a beginning rather than an end in the 

cultivation and acknowledgement of France’s femmes de génie.  In the end, the Romantic 

love plot seems to overpower the feminist content of the novel and Corinne dies for an 

unrealized love because she is first and foremost a Romantic heroine.  Nancy Miller 

claims that Staël failed in fully developing this notion of female genius because of the 

need for a Romantic plot, and notes that Corinne digresses from being a genius who 

happened to be female to a woman who abandons her genius for a man.37  Although her 

destiny of silence was seemingly inevitable given the novel’s Romantic form, her lack of 

a written literary legacy was not. 

A number of scholars have analyzed the tension in many of Staël’s works 

between female pride and strength on the one hand and self-doubt and adherence to 

patriarchal ideals on the other.  Deborah Heller notes that Staël grappled with lifelong 

                                                 
36 Staël, Essai sur les fictions, 128. 
37 Miller, “Performances of the Gaze,” in Szmurlo, The Novel’s Seductions, 90. 
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guilt for having chosen a career that was directly opposed to her father’s wishes and also 

to Rousseau’s teachings.38  She also notes the “tenacious hold on both author and heroine 

of values that are deeply destructive to women” (Heller, 232).  In her study of Staël’s 

oeuvre, Charlotte Hogsett underscores the timidity that routinely detracts from Staël’s 

otherwise audacious themes and characters.39  She explains that Staël was hyper-aware of 

her gender when writing and feared “the thought of not being able to find an adequate 

way of speaking from a woman’s vantage point” (Hogsett, 153).  Thus, Staël was 

treading carefully in a male-defined and male-dominated sphere, trying to tell a woman’s 

story with a woman’s voice without violating acceptable social codes, thereby making the 

novel unpalatable for her readers and critical audience.  Corinne’s destiny (and thus her 

potential discursive power as an image of the nineteenth-century femme de lettres) was 

constrained both by the Romantic context which elicits a tragic demise for the hero(ine) 

and also by the limitations of established gender roles that Staël was ultimately not 

comfortable transgressing.  Kari Lokke explains such a tendency as the “virtual 

impossibility of transcending one’s historical moment and its ideological and material 

constraints.”40  This struggle is one that will be continually confronted by female authors 

throughout the first half of the century. 

A twenty-first-century feminist reading of Corinne is split between praise for its 

audacity, success and eloquence and frustration with it shortcomings and inconsistencies.  

Although Corinne’s (the character’s) destiny was not a triumphant one, Corinne’s (the 

                                                 
38 Heller, “Tragedy, Sisterhood and Revenge in Corinne,” PLL, 213. 
39 Hogsett, The Literary Existence of Germaine de Staël, 93. 
40 Lokke, “‘Children of Liberty’: Idealist Historiography in Staël, Shelly and Sand,” PMLA, 511. 
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novel’s) was.  It was an immediate and enduring success, and created a point of reference 

for all future discussion of female genius.  With it, Madame de Staël introduced to the 

nineteenth century its first fictional femme de lettres, igniting a debate about the 

(im)possibility of female genius that took place in a variety of works of literature 

throughout the century.  With the publication of Corinne in 1807, the nineteenth century 

welcomed a fictional femme de lettres who was successful and grandiose, yet who failed 

to inscribe herself into literary history through text.  In spite of having a visible and 

public image, her “works” were limited to private writings and the evanescent utterances 

of improvisation.  Corinne’s ties to Sappho date back thousands of years, and she also 

shares a strong likeness with late eighteenth-century salonnières; yet her success and 

mobility point towards an imagined future.  Having little connection to Napoleonic 

France of the early 1800s, Corinne seems to straddle two worlds: a distant past and a far 

off future.41 

In many ways, Corinne’s professional life contrasts that of Madame de Staël, who 

published regularly and evolved from the oral realm of the salon to the “masculine” 

world of publishing.  It is in reply to both Corinne and Staël that ensuing nineteenth-

century authors like Stendhal, Balzac, and Girardin write their own fictional femmes de 

lettres.  In these novels, the femme de lettres transitions from a mystical performer, to a 

reader and salonnière, to a published author.  Each character reflects both the social 

                                                 
41 Staël alluded to this future in De la littérature, “Il arrivera, je le crois, une époque quelconque, dans 
laquelle des législateurs philosophes donneront une attention sérieuse à l’éducation que les femmes doivent 
recevoir, aux lois civiles qui les protègent, aux devoirs qu’il faut leur imposer, au bonheur qui peut leur être 
garanti... ” 332. 
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realities of her time and the author’s own biases on gender.  Although there is a 

progression between Corinne in 1807 and the fictional femmes auteurs of the 1830s and 

40s, many of Corinne’s shortcomings still linger later in the century. 

The first chapter of this study will examine the character of Mathilde de La Mole 

in Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le noir (1830) who is a reflection of the nascent female 

intellectual as a reader and salonnière.  This chapter will explore Stendhal’s presentation 

of Mathilde as well as his opinions of and involvement with actual contemporary femmes 

de lettres.  Mathilde’s story reveals the difficulty Stendhal had in reconciling certain 

seemingly inherent feminine characteristics with the more “masculine” traits of 

intelligence and independence that she embodied. 

In the second chapter I will analyze Balzac’s Béatrix (1839), which presents a 

more evolved femme de lettres in the character of successful author Camille Maupin, as 

well as his La Muse du département (1842) and its less triumphant writer Dinah de la 

Baudraye.  By the time these novels were written, George Sand had made her mark on 

the literary world with several successful novels, and the idea of the woman as a writer 

was becoming less of an anomaly.  Thus, Balzac wrote the characters of Camille and 

Dinah as direct reflections of George Sand.  The choices he makes in telling their stories 

and shaping their characters are often mocking and derogatory, and they reflect the 

difficulty for Balzac and other male intellectuals of accepting the new reality of women 

entering the formerly exclusively masculine field of publishing. 

As a reply to Balzac, the third chapter of this dissertation will examine a second 

female-authored representation of a femme de lettres in Delphine de Girardin’s La Canne 
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de M. de Balzac (1836).  In this novel, Girardin introduces the enchanting and popular 

poet Clarisse Blandais who makes appearances at prestigious literary salons.  Clarisse’s 

genius closely mirrors that of many of the century’s female authors who also got their 

start in salons.  This chapter will illustrate how Girardin uses a variety of narrative 

techniques to validate the talents of not only Clarisse, but also herself and other women 

writers while simultaneously questioning Balzac’s genius and his Realist vision.  Girardin 

also introduced a femme de génie in two of her other works, Napoline (1834) and La Joie 

fait peur (1854), and addressed the topic in her newspaper column, Lettres Parisiennes 

du Vicomte de Launay in the 1830s and 40s, all of which will be explored within the 

context of this discussion. 

The fourth chapter will discuss George Sand’s self-construction as a successful 

author in her Histoire de ma vie (1855) as well as in her Lettres d’un voyageur (1837) 

and Un hiver à Majorque (1842).  Sand’s example is unique in that she used works of 

non-fiction rather than fiction to construct her own persona as an exceptional woman.  

However, her complete and deliberate refusal to identify with the qualifier “femme” in 

any sort of classification (like femme de lettres, femme auteur, or femme supérieure) 

complicates her impact on the legacy of the femme de lettres.   

Although Staël herself had almost no models of female artistic genius available to 

her to emulate, she generated her own model in Corinne with ties to Sappho, Sibyl and 

even herself, giving the nineteenth century a powerful image of an exceptional female 

which other authors and critics could reply to, digest, and eventually rethink. Because 

Corinne was so widely read and because the novel suggested the possibility of a female 
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genius in the fictional Corinne, and thus indirectly in Mme de Staël, male and female 

authors began engaging in a conversation about these complicated questions.  Through 

literature, many replied to Staël’s audacious vision in varying shades of protest, mockery, 

and admiration during the first half of the century.  The impact of her suggestion that 

genius could be embodied by a female is apparent in the large number of references to 

Corinne in literature and criticism throughout the century.  Indeed, each fictional 

representation of the femme de lettres included in this study references Corinne as a point 

of comparison.   

Although a number of femmes de lettres did eventually succeed in leading public 

writing careers during the nineteenth century, the fictional reflections of these women 

written during the July Monarchy were overwhelmingly less glorious, and they illustrate 

the struggles of a society trying to come to terms with an identity previously considered if 

not impossible, at least anomalistic.  The tendency of authors, both male and female, to 

underdevelop or abandon the voice and legitimacy of these characters reinforced existing 

doubts about the “natural” limitations to the intellectual and artistic capabilities of the 

female sex.  Read in conjunction with coordinating historical documents, memoirs, and 

personal correspondences, these fictional representations of the femme de lettres greatly 

enhance our understanding of the many complexities of women’s entrance into the 

domain of literary production.  As I argue in this study, reading this “character” primarily 

from the perspective of fiction provides strong evidence of the multiple barriers to 

women’s participation in this “domain of the Truth,” and illustrates the pervasiveness of 

this ideology of exclusion.  
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Chapter One: 

 
Stendhal’s Mathilde de La Mole and the Nascent Femme de Lettres prior to 1830 

 
 
 Stendhal’s 1830 Le Rouge et le noir introduces a fascinating and complex 

character in Mathilde de La Mole, the young, intelligent, and unusually independent love 

interest of Julien Sorel throughout the second book of the novel.  At the age of nineteen, 

Mathilde secretly devours literature and history books during the day and holds a salon in 

the evening, and is thus a fitting literary representation of the nineteenth century’s 

nascent femme de lettres.  She is a captivating character, who, according to Maddalena 

Bertelà, is someone even modern women can relate to “dans son audace, dons son désir 

de se faire protagoniste …dans son imagination généreuse ou aussi dans son orgueil et 

dans sa fierté.”42  The delectable variety of adjectives used to describe Mathilde 

throughout the novel is seemingly endless.  She is simultaneously “brillante” and “folle”; 

“dominante” and “ennuyée”; “malheureuse” and “sublime”; “digne” and “bizarre.”  Each 

of these diverse characteristics stems from her love of reading and her overly active 

imagination.  Since it would be impossible to justly encapsulate Mathilde’s eccentric and 

enchanting personality in just a few introductory sentences, quoting Julien’s estimation of 

her seems most appropriate: “(I)l la croyait une Catherine de Médicis.  Rien n’était trop 

profond ou trop scélérat pour le caractère qu’il lui prêtait.”43 

                                                 
42 Bertelà, Stendhal et l’autre, 208. 
43 Stendhal, Le Rouge et le noir, 433. 
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Le Rouge et le noir tells the story of Julien Sorel and his quest for social ascension 

first through the Catholic Church and then with the aristocratic Parisian La Mole family.  

The novel is divided into two books, and this chapter will focus on the second book 

where Julien and Mathilde, both avid readers, explore their options in “writing” the 

novels of their lives.  During Julien’s stay with the La Mole family in Paris, he and the 

beautiful and witty Mathilde enter into a turbulent affair that fluctuates daily from intense 

passion to equally intense disgust.  One evening, the daring Mathilde seduces Julien, and 

as a result becomes pregnant with his child.  Her pregnancy derails her lover’s career 

from its previous trajectory, and she and Julien flee Paris to conceal the situation.  When 

Julien’s former mistress Mme de Rênal attempts to ruin Julien’s chances of a blessing 

from Mathilde’s father, he impulsively shoots Mme de Rênal in the back and ends up in 

prison sentenced to death.  He is eventually executed despite efforts by both of his lovers 

to alter his sentence, and Mathilde is left to bury him and confront her new destiny of 

motherhood alone.  

A pioneer of literary Realism, Stendhal wrote Le Rouge et le noir in 1829, 

claiming it was a mirror reflecting the realities of French society.  Thus his inclusion of 

an educated, mobile, aristocratic salonnière was a reference to an actual person or type of 

person, even if Mathilde’s behavior did sometimes escape the initial confines of her 

character type.  Mathilde represents one of the early nineteenth-century femmes de lettres 

who had begun working their way back into the field of literature after the set-backs of 

the Revolution and in spite of the limitations imposed by the Code Napoléon.  Keeping 

Stendhal’s Realist project in mind, the goal of this chapter will be to fully explore the 
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complex identity of Mathilde de La Mole, and to consider how the author’s interpretation 

of the femme de lettres reflected her 1820s reality as well as his own opinions of and 

experiences with the female readers, writers and salonnières of his time.   

 Throughout the second book of the novel, the narrator underscores Mathilde’s 

intellect, calling her “savante” (414), “brillante” (428), and “génie" (415).  She accesses 

her family’s magnificent library more than anyone else, yet she has to take most of the 

books she reads in secret.  Among the works that feed the brilliant mind of this “esprit 

supérieur” (442) we find Vély’s L’Histoire de France, Rousseau’s Contrat Social and 

Julie, ou La Nouvelle Héloïse, Voltaire’s La Princesse de Babylone along with his most 

philosophic works, Les Lettres d’une religieuse portugaise, Manon Lescaut, the Histoires 

of d’Aubigné and Brantôme, and L’Etoile’s Mémoires.  Her interests prove to be 

philosophic, romantic, and historical; yet none of these works encourages her to pursue 

writing herself or to even organize a serious literary salon.  In spite of her brilliance, her 

curiosity, her mobility and her access to literature, Mathilde develops into an irrational 

and excessively sentimental character. 

In the limited amount of critical commentary on the dynamic and domineering 

character of Mathilde de La Mole, the underlying and still inconclusively answered 

question seems to be: Was Stendhal a feminist?44  While a decisive answer to this 

question is not the goal of this study, his feminism or lack thereof will be gradually 

                                                 
44 See for example Algazi, “Feminists Read Stendhal (or do they?),” Nineteenth-Century French Studies; 
Beauvoir The Second Sex, 238-252; Bertelà, Stendhal et l’autre; Bolster, Stendhal, Balzac et le féminisme 
romantique; Jefferson, “Varieties of Female Agency in Stendhal,” From Goethe to Gide: Feminism, 
Aesthetics and the French and German Literary Canon, 1770-19366, eds. Orr and Sharpe; Kristeva, 
Histoires d’Amour. 
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uncovered as I explore the choices he made in telling the story of an 1829 salonnière 

whose reading resulted in ridiculous romantic visions and ultimately in her surrender to a 

more traditional and passive existence.  Throughout his oeuvre, Stendhal portrays a 

number of strong and independent women, including not only Mathilde de La Mole, but 

also Lamiel from the unfinished novel Lamiel and the Duchesse Sanseverina in La 

Charteuse de Parme.  Scholars are split between praise for Stendhal’s intrepid female 

heroines, and criticism for his inability to free these women from excessive and binding 

devotion to their lovers.  Simone de Beauvoir applauded Stendhal for writing female 

characters who were “libres et vrais,” and Richard Bolster notes that Stendhal gave his 

fictional women agency, whereas Julia Kristeva argues that Stendhal used his powerful 

women as nothing more than idols as a substitute for established religion, and Naomi 

Schor sees Realism as incapable of instilling female agency.45  In her thorough and 

exhaustive study of Stendhal’s relationship with and opinions of women both in his own 

life and through his fiction entitled Stendhal et l’autre, Maddalena Bertelà reminds 

feminist scholars that, “Il est pourtant évident qu’on ne peut pas appeler ‘féministe’ 

quelqu’un tout simplement parce qu’il aime les femmes ou parce qu’il dit du bien d’elles, 

car alors tous les hommes seraient féministes, ce qui suscite au moins quelques doutes” 

(9).   

A close study of Mathilde de La Mole explains such a division in opinions over 

Stendhal’s feminism because her character is so complex.  However, as Bertelà astutely 

                                                 
45 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 241; Bolster, Stendhal, Balzac et le féminisme romantique, 104; Kristeva, 
Histoires d’Amour, 450-452; and Schor, Breaking the Chain: Women, Theory and French Realist Fiction, 
142. 
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notes, we should not consider Stendhal a feminist simply because he created a female 

character in Mathilde who demonstrates initiative, intellect, mobility and even novelistic 

aspirations.  All of these progressive attributes are actually quelled throughout Le Rouge 

et le noir as Mathilde is bound to her body and to more traditional female roles.  In fact, 

halfway through the second book of the novel Stendhal seems to sense that Mathilde has 

gotten out of hand, and he inserts a one and a half page parenthetical apology for her 

inappropriate behavior explaining that she is completely imaginary and an impossible 

character for his time.  In the same paragraph he also reminds readers, “Hé, monsieur, un 

roman est un miroir qui se promène sur une grande route.  Tantôt il reflète à vos yeux 

l’azur des cieux, tantôt la fange des bourbiers de la route” (479).  Which is she?  A 

frightening reflection of society or a figment of Stendhal’s imagination?  Even Stendhal 

seems to hesitate.  Although the narrator assures readers that, “Nous aimons Mathilde” 

(425), she embodies all that Stendhal is not on the levels of class, sex and even genre, and 

his anxieties about her position as an aristocratic, romantically inclined female are 

gradually revealed throughout the pages of Le Rouge et le noir.  

Although Mathilde is being studied here as a figure representing the early femme 

de lettres, she was classified quite differently by her own author, who refers to her as a 

“Parisian Love,” and calls this type of character completely innovative.46  His 

classification indicates his intention for her to be read as a lover who happened to read 

and host a salon, rather than a once-brilliant reader and salonnière who fell in love.  This 

                                                 
46 Stendhal, “Projet d’article sur Le Rouge et le Noir,” Romans et nouvelles, 712.  Cited in Jefferson, 
“Varieties of Female Agency in Stendhal,” in From Goethe to Gide: Feminism, Aesthetics and the French 
and German Literary Canon, 1770-1936, eds. Orr and Sharpe, 72. 
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difference in perspective and terminology is telling in his estimation of the femme de 

lettres and in his desired message with Mathilde.  If Stendhal had been exploring his 

feminist inclinations in the creation of Mathilde, he certainly would not have labeled her 

as such.  In spite of her brilliance, her access to literature, and her position as a 

salonnière, Stendhal described her as a lover, rather than a reader, a salonnière, or a 

femme de lettres, thus defining her in traditional gendered terms of romance rather than 

intellect or literary engagement. 

In this chapter I will briefly describe the reality of women readers, writers and 

salonnières in the 1820s, and examine Stendhal’s relationships with some of these 

women.  I will then study Mathilde as a reader and even aspiring romantic “writer” in 

contrast with Julien and with Stendhal’s own Realist project.  Finally I will explore the 

masculine and feminine spaces in Le Rouge et le noir.  Understanding the interplay 

between reality and Stendhal’s Realism will launch my discussion of the way in which 

nineteenth-century French society came to terms with growing female literacy and 

eventually also with the increasing number of women participating in the field of cultural 

and literary production, and how a number of authorial anxieties about these changes 

were translated into fiction. 
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*** 

Stendhal and the Femmes de Lettres of the 1820s 

 

Since there were so few published female authors prior to 1830, the notion of the 

femme de lettres in the 1820s was more likely to include educated and literate women, 

avid readers, possibly even salonnières, and in a few rare cases writers.  In these years 

just prior to the professional debut of George Sand, the somewhat distant memory of 

Mme de Staël was one of the few examples of a successful and public female writer.  

Women’s education still lagged far behind men’s, and only the children of elite families 

had access to a private education.  Moreover, the social restrictions of the Code Napoléon 

created an even more repressive environment for women than the eighteenth century had, 

and made it difficult for even literate women of means to enter the public sphere of 

writing and publishing.  In spite of these challenges, a few talented women were able to 

successfully publish works of poetry and prose.  For example, Marceline Desbordes-

Valmore earned fame through her Elégies et romances in 1819 and Elégies et Poésies 

nouvelles in 1825, and Claire de Duras published the extremely successful Ourika in 

1823, along with Edouard in 1825 (albeit both anonymously). 

Duras’ journey as a writer was greatly shaped by Stendhal, and their relationship 

likely affected the development of the character of Mathilde de La Mole.  Claire de Duras 

was an aristocrat and brilliant salonnière whose entry into the world of publishing began 

almost by accident when she told the story of Ourika to a captivated audience at her 

salon.  After being so well-received at her salon, Duras first published Ourika 
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anonymously and it was only privately printed, but is popularity ensured further printings 

on a much larger scale and made it one of the most widely circulated novels of the time.47  

Two years later she published Edouard, and would have followed-up with a third novel 

were it not for the interference of Stendhal, who, having heard that Duras was going to 

publish another novel on the subject of male impotence, stole the story and wrote and 

published it himself as Armance in 1827 in order to capitalize on her fame (DeJean, xiv).  

This single reactive gesture, seemingly inspired by territorialism and jealousy, provides 

some interpretive keys to better understanding Stendhal’s Mathilde de La Mole.  

Knowing that Stendhal essentially stole a work of literature from another writer and then 

silenced her professionally makes it hard to see him as being any degree of feminist.  

Joan DeJean notes that, “although middle class writers such as Stendhal praised Duras’ 

work in the press, they resented her success and social status and accused the author of 

affectation and vanity.”48  In The Male Malady Margaret Waller explains Stendhal’s 

complicated relationship with Claire de Duras.  She claims that Stendhal saw Duras as 

talented and exceptional, and thus as a competitive threat, as well as a nuisance for 

inspiring a multitude of other mediocre women to attempt writing (118).  Waller 

maintains that Stendhal’s “attitude toward the female authors who were his 

contemporaries and rivals was problematic at best” (116). 

Although Mathilde de La Mole is not a deliberate representation of Claire de 

Duras, they do share a number of similarities.  Both women were educated, well-read, 

                                                 
47 DeJean, Introduction to Ourika, viii. 
48 DeJean, Introduction to Ourika, xiv 
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aristocratic salonnières, but the path Stendhal leads Mathilde down quickly diverges from 

that of Duras.  In a postface to Le Rouge et le noir Anne-Marie Meininger explains that 

Stendhal actually modeled Mathilde after another young woman named Méry de 

Neuville.  In reference to Mathilde, Stendhal once wrote, “J’avais devant les yeux le 

caractère de Méry, jolie fille que j’adore.”49  Méry was a brilliant young aristocrat who, 

like Mathilde, eloped with a socially inferior lover at a young age, although her 

elopement only lasted two weeks and she eventually decided to marry a count.  Stendhal 

has described this Méry as being “une femme d’un esprit brilliant, d’une rare 

distinction.”50  In Le Rouge et le noir, Stendhal assigns Mathilde the strength and 

individuality of her model Méry de Neuville, but limits her intellectual potential, 

distancing her from the more accomplished Duras.  With the success of Duras’ works, 

Stendhal must have sensed that the dawn of the woman writer as a reality instead of an 

anomaly was near.  His insecurity with and distaste for this potential competition became 

evident in his telling of Mathilde de La Mole’s story.  

In Bertelà’s study of the subject of la femme in Stendhal’s personal 

correspondence, she explains how Stendhal preferred that women only educate 

themselves in order to become more desirable on the marriage market and to eventually 

be more pleasing to their husbands (Bertelà, 21).  Reading and learning were not meant to 

emancipate women in any way, but were simply tools for self-refinement in order to 

marry a wealthier man.  Writing or pursuing an education in excess of that needed to 

                                                 
49 Meininger, “Postface” in Stendhal, Le Rouge et le noir, 679. 
50 Stendhal, Le Rouge et le noir, 680. 
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attract an appropriate suitor was entirely unnecessary.  Stendhal even wrote in a letter to 

Mlle Eugénie Guzman y Palafor in 1840, “Il ne faut pas qu’une femme écrive.  Inventez 

donc une occupation pour votre vieillesse” (Bertelà, 35).  Furthermore, in De L’Amour, 

Stendhal reiterates these anxieties about women accessing education and seeking 

intellectual outlets for their knowledge.  In the chapter entitled, “De l’éducation des 

femmes” Stendhal writes,  

Eclairez l’esprit d’une jeune fille, formez son caractère, donnez-lui enfin une 
bonne éducation (…), s’apercevant tôt ou tard de sa supériorité sur les autres 
femmes, elle devient pédante, c’est-à-dire l’être le plus désagréable et le plus 
dégradé qui existe au monde.  Il n’est aucun de nous qui ne préférât, pour passer 
la vie avec elle, une servante à une femme savante.51   
 

He continues with complete clarity about his thoughts on the inappropriateness of female 

writers, 

Vous voulez faire d’une femme un auteur ?... Je dirai qu’une femme ne doit jamais 
écrire que comme Mme de Staal (de Launay), des œuvres posthumes à publier 
après sa mort.  Imprimer pour une femme de moins de cinquante ans, c’est mettre 
son bonheur à la plus terrible des loteries… (De l’Amour, 215) 

 
Even if there were a few intelligent women whom Stendhal thought highly of, like Méry 

de Neuville, for example, his strong disapproval for women writers like Claire de Duras 

and for the idea of a literate independent woman is made clear throughout his 

correspondence and his oeuvre.  Perhaps Méry de Neuville was so attractive to him 

precisely because she did not encroach into the public sphere, and more importantly into 

Stendhal’s literary realm of influence.  As we will see in the remainder of this chapter, 

                                                 
51 Stendhal, De l’Amour, 207. 
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the way in which Stendhal shapes the character of Mathilde falls directly in line with his 

aversion to female education and authorship. 

 

*** 

Mathilde’s Consumption and “Production” of Literature 

 

The facet of Mathilde de La Mole’s personality that most defines her and most 

influences her actions is her passion for reading.  The first time Mathilde appears in Le 

Rouge et le noir is in her family’s library where Julien discovers her stealing volume II of 

Voltaire’s La Princesse de Babylone.  Observing her sneak into the library, Julien finds 

her to be “hautain et presque masculin” (346).  From the outset, Mathilde defies the 

stereotypes of gender with a masculine demeanor characterized by her confidence, 

initiative, and intellectual curiosity.  As readers learn more about Mathilde, it appears that 

her thirst for reading is a manifestation of a male essence that is trapped within her 

female body.  Her identity develops into a problematic one divided between the physical 

beauty of a woman and the intellectual energy of a man.  One evening, at a ball held at 

the mansion of the duke of Retz, Julien continues his close observation of the unique 

Mathilde, and notes that her voice is “vive, brève et …n’a rien de féminin, qu’emploient 

les jeunes femmes de la haute classe” (388).  Just as in the library when he first saw 

Mathilde, Julien is struck by her lack of femininity.  Although she is physically very 

much a woman, her voice, which serves as a vehicle for her intellect, is noteworthy for its 

divergence from traditionally the feminine.  In spite of speaking like a man, she is 
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described as a “femme séduisante” (390), and Julien later remarks, “Sa taille était 

charmante.  Il était impossible d’avoir un plus joli pied…”  (436).  The tension between 

her feminine beauty and masculine intellect is exaggerated throughout the novel as an 

irreconcilable combination. 

 In concluding Le Rouge et le noir the narrator apologizes to Mathilde, saying, “Le 

ciel devait à la gloire de ta race de te faire naître homme” (637), suggesting that her fiery 

personality and brilliant mind were incompatible with her sex.  In his De l’Amour, 

Stendhal had similarly stated, “tous les génies qui naissent femmes sont perdus pour le 

bonheur du public” (219).  His syntax suggests that the terms “genius” and “woman” are 

by nature mutually exclusive.  The idea of genius in the early nineteenth century was still 

very closely linked to its Roman roots as a God of male procreative activity, and the term 

remained entrenched in patriarchal and patrilineal power.52  Any woman displaying signs 

of genius was generally considered to be a man trapped in a woman’s body.  When 

genius mistakenly appears in a woman, the result is one of discordance and struggle 

between the physical and the cerebral, the emotional and the logical.  Mathilde’s 

“masculine” genius is repeatedly encumbered by her inherently “feminine” inclination for 

excessive sentimentality and emotional instability. 

Both Mathilde’s sentimentality and her genius are fueled by her consumption of 

novels.  Martyn Lyons explains that in the nineteenth century “the woman reader was 

                                                 
52 Battersby, Gender and Genius, 53, 70. 
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above all a consumer of novels.”53  Novels were deemed suitable for women since they 

were “creatures of the imagination, of limited intellectual capacity, both frivolous and 

emotional” (Lyons, 319).  The novel, therefore, presented a threat to the stability of the 

family and to the chastity of women since it could excite their passions and fuel their 

minds with romantic and irresponsible visions, and eventually inspire behavior in conflict 

with a woman’s social duties.  Stendhal illustrates this danger with the character of 

Mathilde and her desire to imitate the characters from her favorite novels as well as those 

from history books, inspiring her to seek out “la grande passion” (422). 

Throughout Le Rouge et le noir Mathilde attempts to incorporate the romantic 

ideals from a number of the books she reads into her own life.  She is particularly 

fascinated by the story of her ancestor, Boniface de La Mole, who was the lover of 

Marguerite de Valois de Navarre, and who was beheaded for an attempt to free a group of 

royal prisoners.  After his death, Marguerite took Boniface’s fallen head and buried it 

herself in the middle of the night, an image Mathilde cannot erase from her mind, and a 

romantic ideal she intends to live up to in her own life.  Her fascination with this story is 

extreme: she dresses in black every year on April 30th, the anniversary of his 1574 death, 

and she yearns to seduce any man who is “condamné à mort.”  She claims, “Je ne vois 

que la condamnation à mort qui distingue un homme, c’est la seule chose qui ne s’achète 

pas” (393), an odd conviction which will inevitably lead her to disappointment.  

Moreover, Mathilde seems to have been overly inspired by Rousseau’s Julie, ou la 

                                                 
53 Lyons, “New Readers in the Nineteenth Century: Women, Children, Workers,” in A History of Reading 
in the West, eds. Cavallo and Chartier, 318. 
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nouvelle Héloïse when she mimics Julie by inviting the socially incompatible Julien to 

her bedroom in the middle of the night just as Julie invited St. Preux to hers.  In both 

cases, the women’s reckless invitations result in disastrous pregnancies fathered by 

socially inferior men.  Although Mathilde was initially described with a wide range of 

literary interests, the Romantic texts where the self-sacrificing female does everything for 

her lover are the ones that most shape her life.   

A few days after Julien and Mathilde’s passionate midnight encounter in her 

bedroom, Julien surprises Mathilde in the library, and he is so angry with her for having 

since ignored him that he grabs an old medieval sword and begins to thrust it at her, but 

stops himself before stabbing her.  Instead of reacting in anger or fright, Mathilde is 

thrilled to have been “sur le point d’être tuée par mon amant!” (467).  The idea of being 

killed by her angry lover “la transportait dans les plus belles années du siècle de Charles 

IX et de Henri III” (467).  She has been so profoundly shaped by the tragic and romantic 

anecdotes of French history and literature that she dreams of incorporating such 

excitement into her own life.  Her romantically fueled imagination helps her to escape her 

own mundane reality as an aristocratic woman who is discouraged from intellectual 

pursuits and is expected to adhere to established social codes and behaviors. 

Mathilde’s interpretations and reenactments of literature and history go to peculiar 

and destructive extremes, which ultimately undermine her brilliance and consequently the 

idea of a rational female intellectuality.  Her character suggests that even the brightest of 

women lack the filter to distinguish between fiction and reality or history and the present, 

and are unable to prevent excessive sentimentality from affecting their interpretations of 
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the works they read.  Stendhal once wrote in his personal correspondence that with 

women “la raison se tait entièrement lorsque la passion parle” (Bertelà, 28).  Bertelà also 

claims that Stendhal considered the ability to reason an inherently male attribute (Bertelà, 

28).  The Julien/Mathilde dynamic illustrates this belief since Julien calculates and 

reasons whereas Mathilde feels, desires and reacts without reasoning.  Mathilde is a 

Romantic, both in her choice of reading and in the novel she is attempting to “write” in 

her own life, and within the context of Stendhal’s Realist novel, her Romantic agenda 

seems ridiculous.  Indeed, Richard Bolster refers to Mathilde as a “satire du romantisme” 

(38). 

This distinction between the acts of reading and writing is one that scholars have 

pondered when analyzing Mathilde de La Mole in particular.  Although she is highly 

educated and has a refined palate for literature including Voltaire, Rousseau, and Prévost, 

she does not appear to be inspired to write or even to discuss the works she reads on an 

intellectual or artistic level.  Anne Jefferson claims that the act of reading for Mathilde 

does place her in a subject position and requires agency, so it is not an entirely passive 

activity.54  She explains that modern critics tend to privilege writing over reading, but that 

we must keep in mind the social realities of the early nineteenth century and increase the 

value we assign to the act of reading (Jefferson, 79).  In 1830, only a privileged minority 

of French women was literate, and thus the ability to read implied a level of 

progressiveness and emancipation.  Mathilde belonged to this elite group, which in 1820 

                                                 
54 Jefferson, “Varieties of Female Agency in Stendhal,” in Orr and Sharpe, From Goethe to Gide: 
Feminism, Aesthetics and the French and German Literary Canon, 1770-1936, 79. 
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accounted for only approximately 35% of French women.55  Her eager consumption of 

works of history and literature reflects the changing reality of increasing numbers of 

women who were beginning to attain literacy even as early as the 1820s.  Eventually in 

1850 the “Loi Falloux” required each French commune with more than 800 residents to 

open a school for girls, and in turn the female literacy rate improved to 50% (Allen, 59).  

It was not until the end of the century and after a number of additional legislative 

changes, however, that women and men attained approximately the same literacy rate of 

94% (Allen, 59).56   

Since before writing must come a mastery of reading, Mathilde’s early adventures 

in reading reflect an important first step in women’s journey from the foyer to the 

publishing house.  Although the convents and boarding schools educating women in the 

early nineteenth century strictly censored literature and discouraged their female pupils 

from writing, the brightest and most curious young women used literacy to progress from 

stylistic exercises based on seventeenth-century texts to accessing the philosophic, 

Romantic and even political works of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  As women 

learned to read and gained access to centuries of texts, their desire to contribute to social, 

political, and literary dialogues through writing was inevitable.  Although Stendhal holds 

Mathilde back from writing, her passionate attachment to reading foretells the 

unbreakable bond between bright literate women and books which will eventually place 

women in a position of author more frequently than once or twice a decade.  As scholars 
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we have the privilege of posterity to know that the momentum gained by early readers 

like the ones Mathilde represented would eventually lead to writing and access to 

intellectual and professional opportunities previously reserved for men.  Writing before 

this evolution gathered momentum, Stendhal chose to underscore Mathilde’s irrational 

interpretations of the books she read possibly in order to suggest that women were ill-

equipped to transition from consumption to production of literature. 

Scholars are torn on how to interpret Mathilde’s status as a refined reader: should 

we applaud her curiosity and skill as a reader or lament her inability to translate literacy 

into authorship or even intellectual growth?  Anne Jefferson explains that, “Since novels 

are portrayed as purveyors of the social languages in which subjects become ensnared, 

reading does not, in and of itself, offer Stendhal’s contemporary women readers a subject 

position that might offer the much-needed possibility of escape” (77).  Overall, Mathilde 

lived her life to be a character in a Romantic novel and not to be the author of one.  In the 

end, although Mathilde has proven herself to be as erudite as Julien, she comes off as 

ridiculous for her fantastic and illogical interpretations of history and literature.  

Stendhal’s illustration of a female reader is one that casts doubt on the usefulness of 

women reading because of the outlandish and even harmful choices it leads her to make.  

Mathilde is unable to separate fiction and distant history from her lived reality, and her 

attempts to write the tragi-romantic scenarios from Rousseau, Voltaire and even her 

ancestor Boniface de La Mole into her own life lead to unnecessary misfortune.  

Although the act of reading does indicate a certain amount of agency for Mathilde, and is 

possibly the root of her sense of independence, the life she creates for herself as inspired 
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by literature ends up confining her to the historically repressive female roles of mother 

and wife, and preventing further intellectual development for her. 

Equally passionate about reading and equally fond of the La Mole library is 

Mathilde’s lover Julien.  The way in which Julien interprets what he reads and applies it 

to his own life is quite distinct from what we have observed with Mathilde.  Julie, ou la 

Nouvelle Héloïse, for example, is a novel both characters have read, yet they are each 

influenced by it differently. When Julien receives the scandalous letter from Mathilde 

inviting him to her bedroom in the middle of the night (as inspired by Rousseau’s Julie), 

he devises a plan for protecting himself and his reputation before accepting her dangerous 

invitation.  Not wanting to ruin his chances for realizing his dreams or tarnish his 

reputation, he copies her letter and strategically mails it to several friends with 

instructions of what to do with it if he is killed or caught.  Moreover, Julien recalls some 

of the most beautiful lines from Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse in Mathilde’s bedroom in 

hopes of benefiting from their seductive power.  For Julien, the poetic, bucolic 

sentimentality of Rousseau becomes a tool with which to seduce Mathilde, and for 

Mathilde it contributes to her subjugation.  Whereas Julien’s love for and use of reading 

is inspired by practical and intellectual needs, Mathilde’s reading fuels her inherent 

sentimentality and quest for “la grande passion.” 

Although Mathilde was bright and extremely well-read, she remains in a distinctly 

separate sphere from the few prominent femmes de lettres who had left their mark on the 

early part of the nineteenth century such as Mme de Staël, Sophie Gay, Claire de Duras 

and Marceline Desbordes-Valmore.  Mathilde is a reflection of the young and educated 
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nineteenth-century aristocratic salonnière, far more common and less accomplished than 

the few women who had published works of literature and had hosted the most brilliant 

salons.  Mathilde is focused on producing only one work: a romantic theatrical 

autobiography inspired by the lives of her favorite fictional and historical heroines.  Not 

only does Mathilde choose not to write, but she deliberately distances herself on several 

occasions from one of the most renowned femmes auteurs in recent times, Mme de Staël.  

Mathilde initially contrasts herself with the author of Corinne, claiming, “Je suis belle, 

j’ai cet avantage pour lequel madame de Staël eût tout sacrifié, et pourtant il est de fait 

que je meurs d’ennui” (397).  She belittles Staël’s literary achievements by suggesting 

that the accomplished author would have preferred Mathilde’s beauty over fame and 

success.  Later, when imagining the roles she and Julien would play if there were to be a 

new revolution, Mathilde chooses the role of Mme Roland over Mme de Staël.  Mme 

Roland was a brilliant and well-read femme de lettres, an influential salonnière and a 

contributor to the Courrier de Lyon, but unlike Mme de Staël, she met an early death on 

the guillotine and only wrote a brief memoir from prison after having previously claimed 

that she would rather chew off her own fingers than become a writer.  Staël, on the 

contrary, fled the Revolution and wrote prolifically both from exile and again back in 

France until her death in 1817.  Mathilde’s choice of role model appears to reflect 

Stendhal’s own personal tastes in rejecting the aristocratic Staël in favor a bourgeois 

republican who deliberately avoided a career in writing.  In fact, in Stendhal’s personal 

correspondence with his sister Pauline, he makes his distaste for Mme de Staël clear, and 

discourages her from reading Delphine since it is a negative model of female behavior 
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(Bertelà, 24).  In using his own liberated and brilliant female protagonist to eschew Mme 

de Staël, the narrator both belittles Staël’s accomplishments and creates a safe distance 

between Mathilde and the more menacing femme auteur. 

Whereas Mathilde shuns Mme de Staël, the greatest female author of the early 

part of the century and renowned salonnière, she embraces women like Julie d’Etanges, 

Marguerite (de Valois) de Navarre, and Mme Roland.  Julie d’Etanges was the fictional 

creation of the paternalistic Rousseau who, as outlined in the introduction, felt that a 

woman’s role should be entirely domestic and maternal.  Following Julie’s example 

could lead Mathilde to only one destiny: that of the self-sacrificing spouse and mother.  

Marguerite de Valois de Navarre (1553-1615) presents an alternate but equally 

problematic role model for Mathilde.  Marguerite, wife of Henri IV de Navarre and 

Queen of France, is known for her scandalous and manipulative behavior and for her 

numerous lovers (one of them being Boniface de La Mole).  Although she wrote her 

memoirs during her eighteen years in prison (much like Mathilde’s other role model, 

Mme Roland), she is not remembered for any literary contributions, but rather for her 

political position and numerous lovers.  Had Stendhal chosen Henri IV’s grandmother 

Marguerite de Navarre as Mathilde’s role model, he certainly would have guided his 

protagonist to another destiny.  This other Marguerite de Navarre (1492-1549) was an 

author, refined salonnière, friend of Ronsard and Rabelais, and was known for her charity 

and intelligence.  In trapping Mathilde with these limiting role-models, Stendhal assures 

that his own bright salonnière remain in the misguided realm of sentimentality and that 

she not become a fictional reincarnation of women like Claire de Duras or Mme de Staël. 
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By reenacting her favorite novels and stories throughout Le Rouge et le noir, 

Mathilde works on “writing” her own Julie d’Etange-meets-Marguerite de Navarre 

Romantic tragedy.  Her work begins when Mathilde sends a letter to Julien inviting him 

to her bedroom in the middle of the night, just as Julie did with St. Preux.  Their 

encounter results in Mathilde becoming pregnant with his child and launches the plot of 

Mathilde’s “novel.”  Although Mathilde appears to be thrilled to have been given a 

reason to enslave herself to Julien and become his wife, her condition is a social disaster 

for her family.  Her pregnancy also initiates a dramatic shift in her personality and 

behavior: in spite of the masculine mannerisms and habits she has displayed throughout 

the novel, readers are abruptly reminded that she is in fact a woman and that her body 

will dictate her destiny in spite of any lofty pretensions she may have had about living an 

alternate and more mobile life.  From the moment she announces her pregnancy she is no 

longer described in the library or leading her salon, and she evolves from being an 

anomaly of the female sex to a more conventional and domestic woman.  Suddenly her 

life is consumed with arranging a marriage and setting up household with Julien, 

fantasizing about their unborn son (she calls the child in her womb a son even though she 

does not know the sex), and eventually to freeing Julien from prison.  She shifts from the 

character Simone de Beauvoir described as “libre et vraie” to a woman voluntarily 

referring to herself as Julien’s “esclave,” and forfeiting her fortune, reputation and 

independent lifestyle for a man whose loyalty to her proves to be untrue. 

Conversely, through Mathilde’s pregnancy Julien is able to fulfill his highest 

ambitions: Monsieur de La Mole is forced to give Julien a proper title, “Monsieur le 
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Chevalier de la Vernaye,” and enough money and land to start a respectable life with 

Mathilde outside of Paris.  Julien ponders his success with pride, gloating, “mon roman 

est fini, et à moi seul tout le mérite” (585).  Julien’s victory is short-lived, however, as his 

decision to shoot his first mistress lands him in prison, where despite several 

opportunities for acquittal, he spends the few remaining months of his life until he is 

guillotined.  Although Mathilde finally has the “condamné à mort” she has always 

fantasized about, the tragedy of the situation reveals how ridiculous her dreams were, and 

even she realizes that she prefers her de facto husband free rather than in prison.  The 

reality of being in love with a “condamné à mort” also turns out to be quite different from 

her fantasy in that her “condamné à mort” is not in love with her but with the more 

maternal and docile Mme de Rênal.  

In the end, Mathilde does succeed in “writing” the novel of her life that she had 

always dreamed of.  She finds her “condamné à mort” to love; her lover is eventually 

beheaded just as Boniface de La Mole was in the sixteenth century; and Mathilde is able 

to bury Julien’s head just as Marguerite de Navarre did for her lover.  However, all of 

these things that seemed so glorious in the history books turn out to be disappointingly 

painful in reality.  Mathilde is furious with Julien for not fighting his death sentence in 

the courts and is wildly jealous of his love for Mme de Rênal.  She is consequently never 

able to enjoy the triumph of having successfully “written” the exact version of her life 

she had always imagined.  As she realizes the conclusion of her sad story we learn that, 

“Une jalousie furieuse et impossible à venger, la continuité d’un malheur sans espoir (car, 

même en supposant Julien sauvé, comment regagner son cœur?), la honte et la douleur 
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d’aimer plus que jamais cet amant infidèle, avaient jeté mademoiselle de La Mole dans 

un silence morne” (656, emphasis mine).  Her concluding silence is a harsh rupture from 

the charismatic and energetic woman she used to be.  In Mathilde’s “étrange roman” 

(640) she ends up the victim of her own fantasies, and her destiny is especially pitiable 

because she brought it upon herself by making nonsensical choices in her life inspired by 

an overly-sentimental interpretation of the books she read.  In the end, “l’âpre vérité” of 

Stendhal’s Realism crushes Mathilde and her “strange” Romantic novel. 

The structure of the love plot as it culminates in the final pages of Le Rouge et le 

noir is hierarchical, with Julien in power and both Mme de Rênal and Mlle de La Mole 

vying for the position of his lover.  Mme de Rênal, Julien’s love interest from the first 

book of the novel, is pious, maternal, dutiful, feminine, domestic, married and is not 

interested in reading.  Mathilde is nearly her complete opposite: she is philosophic, 

masculine, mobile, worldly, single and an avid reader.  Julien’s effortless decision to 

devote his heart to Mme de Rênal over Mlle de La Mole undermines the power that 

Mathilde initially appeared to possess through her knowledge, wealth and beauty.  In the 

end, the quixotic and overly-read salonnière is overthrown by the pious and domestic 

maternal figure, and female intellect and independence are rejected by both Julien and the 

narrator.   In Nathalie Froger’s study of Stendhalian heroines, she notes that in all of his 

novels he favors women of the bourgeoisie or petite noblesse (such as Mme de Rênal) 

over those of the grande noblesse (like Mathilde).57  According to Froger, the hero’s 
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choice between a public woman and a private woman, an intellectual woman and a pious 

woman, a woman of the grande noblesse and one of the petite noblesse is deliberate and 

predictable.  In spite of her likeability, Mathilde is cast aside both for crossing the 

boundaries of a more orthodox female existence and for her aristocratic status.     

Nonetheless, Mathilde remains committed to carrying out the end of her “roman” 

as it was intended by burying her lover’s head.  As she first views Julien’s lifeless body, 

she draws strength from the memory of Marguerite de Navarre and Boniface de La Mole 

in order to carry his decapitated head on her lap during the journey to his burial site in the 

closing passages of the novel.  She stoically acts out the end of her tragi-romantic novel, 

in spite of its wretchedness, and in doing so reminds readers why the narrator had 

affirmed on several occasions, “Nous aimons Mathilde” (420).  This last scene of the 

novel at Julien’s burial points to a division between physicality for Mathilde, who is 

literally weighed down by the body in carrying both her unborn child and her lover’s 

head, and spirituality for Julien, who has moved on to an otherworldly union with Mme 

de Rênal.  Mathilde is no longer characterized by her intellect, mobility or wit, but 

instead is encapsulated in a grotesque image of her holding the bloody stump of a head on 

her lap, possibly teetering on her knees in competition for space with her growing 

abdomen.  This imagery reflects the limitations placed on women in the nineteenth 

century as Mathilde is portrayed as a prisoner of the body both as a mother and widow.  

Although we never learn what becomes of Mathilde, the tone and imagery of the final 

scene of the novel suggest that her female sex overcame her more masculine spirit in 
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defining her destiny.  Nature appears to have reassigned her to the dutiful roles of mother 

and wife that she was intended to fill. 

Stendhal uses Mathilde’s “roman” as a tool for satirizing the notion of women 

reading and writing.  The novel Mathilde writes is of course not written at all, but instead 

acted out and imagined, and the inspiration for her novel comes ironically from stories of 

women bound by love and marriage.  Moreover, the act of writing, which in the case of 

Stendhal and his Le Rouge et le noir gives birth to a novel that will assure the immortality 

of its author, leads only to defeat for Mathilde.  The legacy born from her “writing” is an 

actual child, not a book, making Mathilde’s work procreation rather than creation, and a 

simple repetition of millennia of history wherein women birth children and serve their 

husbands.  Her creative mind leads her back to the foyer as opposed to admitting her to 

the publishing houses and glorious salons of the time. 

In Naomi Schor’s study of Stendhal’s unfinished Lamiel, she observes this same 

sort of restriction of female intellectual energy.  She explains that in writing the story of 

the mobile and independent heroine Lamiel, Stendhal became trapped by her 

impossibility and was unable to complete his novel.  She writes, “Realism, far from 

excluding woman from the field of representation draws its momentum from the 

representation of bound women, and that binding implicitly recognizes woman’s energy 

and the patriarchal order’s dependence on it for the production of literature.”58  For 

Mathilde, she is bound both by her body and also by the patriarchal nature of the 

literature she has access to.  She cannot escape a cyclical participation in the domestic 
                                                 
58 Schor, Breaking the Chain: Women, Theory and French Realist Fiction, 144. 



 58

and subservient role of womanhood by basing her life on the stories of Julie d’Etanges 

and Marguerite de Valois de Navarre and rejecting one of the few images of female 

genius in Mme de Staël’s Corinne.  The novels and history books that helped initially 

define her as an exceptional woman end up thrusting her into the more traditional female 

roles of motherhood and devotion to a husband since they all reflect a masculinist and 

dominant discourse.  Bertelà echoes this sentiment claiming that Stendhal’s women, as 

rebellious and fascinating as they may be initially, are all eventually ruled by “le besoin 

de se consacrer à quelqu’un.  Elles ne peuvent résister à la force de l’amour qui les 

entraîne, ni au charme des hommes qu’elles aiment et auxquels elles sont entièrement 

dévouées presque contre elles-mêmes” (Bertelà, 10). 

Simone de Beauvoir praised Stendhal for making his female characters human 

beings before making them women, and for making them subjects in their own right 

instead of “pure alterity.”59  Certainly Mathilde reflects this quality with her energy, 

strong will, and quixotic imagination.  However, as the novel progresses she morphs from 

an “esprit supérieur” who happens to be a woman into a woman who used to be known 

for her “esprit supérieur.”  Her reading proves to have been misguided, her novel 

parodied, and in the end, the role models she chooses to follow return her to a binding 

relationship with her female body.  In rejecting Staël and embracing Rousseau, 

Stendhal’s Realist reflection of the educated salonnière conveys the message that women 

cannot overcome certain inherently feminine obstacles to reasoning, and that because of 

this they are bound to passive roles and unfit for cultural or artistic production. 
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*** 

Masculine and Feminine Spaces: the Library and the Salon 

 

Hans Boll-Johansen writes that in Stendhal’s novels, place is a reflection of one’s 

state of mind,60 and in Le Rouge et le noir, the two principal spaces within the La Mole 

mansion that Mathilde inhabits, the library and the salon, follow this rule.  Throughout 

the novel, the library serves as the location for some of the most important meetings 

between Julien and Mathilde.  The library is a masculine space that contains mostly male-

authored works, is presided over by a male (Julien), and is owned by another male 

(Monsieur de La Mole).  It is a place of exploration, growth, connection, productivity, 

and creativity for both Julien and Mathilde.  It is where they first meet, where they 

exchange letters, and where they discuss and argue over their relationship.  Although 

Mathilde seems to be pulled to this space more than any other in her home, she is not 

supposed to be there, and she must resort to exploring the library in secret and stealing 

the books that fuel her romantic imagination.  The library is above all a source of 

knowledge, containing a broad array of brilliant (male) minds within its shelves.  When 

Julien enters this “bibliothèque magnifique” (340) for the first time he thinks, “ce 

moment fut délicieux…Et comment me déplairais-je ici?” (340).  Both Julien and 

Mathilde are drawn to the richness and positive energy of the space throughout the novel. 

In contrast with the abundance of the library is the emptiness of two female-led 

spaces: Mme de La Mole’s dinner parties and Mathilde’s salon.  These places of feminine 
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influence are presented primarily in the chapters, “L’Hôtel de La Mole” and “L’Empire 

d’une jeune fille.”  Describing Mme de La Mole’s nightly dinner parties, the narrator 

sardonically mocks:  

Pourvu qu’on ne plaisantât ni de Dieu, ni des prêtres, ni du roi, ni des gens en 
place, ni des artistes protégés par la cour, ni de tout ce qui est établi ; pourvu 
qu’on ne dît du bien ni du Béranger, ni des journaux de l’opposition, ni de 
Voltaire, ni de Rousseau, ni de tout ce qui se permet un peu de franc-parler ; 
pourvu surtout qu’on ne parlât jamais politique, on pouvait librement raisonner de 
tout. (351-2) 
 

This sarcastic description underscores the emptiness of Madame de La Mole’s social 

gatherings where guests are forced to speak in complete superficialities, always honoring 

the monarchy and the Church and avoiding the potentially contentious subjects of art, 

literature and politics.  The narrator’s disapproval of her gatherings is shared by Julien 

who requests Monsieur de La Mole’s permission to skip these dreadful reunions, asking 

mockingly, “dîner tous les jours avec madame la marquise, est-ce un de mes devoirs, ou 

est-ce une bonté que l’on a pour moi?” (353). Through Julien’s observations, the narrator 

highlights the contradiction between the richness of the setting and the poverty of the 

conversation.  Although the dining room is “si magnifiquement doré” (352), Julien is so 

appalled at the emptiness of the discussions that he wonders “si eux-mêmes ne se 

moquaient pas de ce qu’ils disaient” (352).  Although Mme de La Mole is not presented 

as the independent, intellectual reader that we know Mathilde to be, and her dinners do 

not seem to have been intended even by the hostess as academic or artistic in nature, they 

establish a disappointing introduction to female-led aristocratic social gatherings which 

will be echoed in the small salon of her daughter.  
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  It is perfectly fitting for the well-read and domineering character of Mathilde to 

host a nightly salon after her mother’s dinner party where she can rule as a salonnière.  

The regular attendees at her salon include le marquis de Croisenois, le comte de Caylus, 

le vicomte de Luz along with a few young officers and friends of her brother or sister.  

Her guests do not discuss politics, literature, art or music, which in the renowned salons 

of the nineteenth century were the topics of choice.  Even after a careful reading of the 

chapters describing Mathilde’s salon, the gathering reveals itself to be little more than 

“un petit groupe qui se formait presque tous les soirs derrière l’immense bergère de la 

marquise” (354).  The vibrancy of the most renowned salons of Stendhal’s time are 

notably absent from this intellectually vacant space.  If her salon is meant to be a Realist 

reflection of the reality of the salon, it is certainly a deliberate portrayal of the least 

interesting among them. 

In chapter IV of book II, “L’hôtel de La Mole,” the narrator takes readers into one 

of Mathilde’s salon gatherings through the eyes and ears of Julien.  The meeting begins 

with Mathilde asking a strange question about the height of the mountain on which the 

Besançon citadel is placed.  No one knows the answer, and Julien concludes that listening 

to the conversation in her salon is like hearing a foreign language (355).  The ensuing 

nine pages of interactions are best characterized as shallow.  The guests talk mostly 

maliciously about their peers and gossip about fortunes and love interests, making Julien 

thankful to be poor and uninteresting, sparing him from becoming the object such cruelty.  

Even the Comte Altamira says to Mathilde, “on hait la pensée dans vos salons” (405).  

Mathilde’s salon is thus presented as a space for masks, performances and falseness, 
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where Mathilde is not herself, conversations are censored, and guests are malevolent.  In 

her study “The Salon as Literary Space: The Case of Stendhal,” Wendelin Guentner 

astutely calls attention to Stendhal’s fictional portrayal of salons in Le Rouge et le noir as 

well as his other novels as “essentially negative spaces” where ironically communication 

is inhibited and there exists a “moral and semantic void” (194).  With a displeased Julien 

serving as our eyes and ears at Mathilde’s salon, readers cannot help but perceive the 

space as unproductive and unwelcoming.  Even the dullest of nineteenth-century 

aristocratic salons should have been if nothing else a place for social networking, but in 

Julien’s Napoleonic quest to conquer Paris and elevate himself beyond the status of his 

birth family, the salon provides no new contacts or meaningful relationships for him.   

As Julien gets to know Mathilde better he realizes that she is a different person at 

her salon than when she is alone with him.  During one of their long walks in the garden, 

Julien comments on how he finds her to be “…savante et même raisonnable.  Ses 

opinions dans le jardin étaient bien différentes de celles qu’elle avouait au salon” (414).  

Mathilde’s personality changes like a chameleon as she moves through the primary 

spaces of the novel.  She is cold, structured and conventional in the salon; stealthy, brave, 

curious and animated in the library; and relaxed and wise in the garden.  As for her salon, 

the narrator concludes, “Les salons de l’aristocratie sont agréables à citer, quand on en 

sort, mais voilà tout” (419).  Among the terms used to describe Mathilde’s salon are 

“hypocrisie,” “insignifiance,” and “nauséabonde” (419), leaving readers with an 

overwhelmingly negative impression of not only her salon, but presumably “les salons de 

l’aristocratie” in general.  Although Stendhal claimed his novel to be a mirror of society, 
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the lopsided portrayal of the dismal and unproductive La Mole salon becomes an 

inaccurate reflection of the complex and often brilliant nineteenth-century salon, making 

it another realm of female intellectual aspiration that Stendhal empties of meaning and 

power.  Mathilde’s repressed and cruel gatherings are certainly not a clear reflection of 

the aristocratic salons of Mme de Duras, Mme Gay, or Mme de Staël. 

In reality, the salon was an important French institution lasting from the 

seventeenth to the nineteenth century that fulfilled a variety of social, political and 

professional functions.  The salon filled an institutional gap between the public and 

private sphere by providing a meeting place for the great minds of literature, art, and 

politics, to debate, explore and foster social and professional connections.  Traditionally 

led by an educated and wealthy woman, the salon established a community “outside the 

jurisdiction of male literary authority.”61  Although salons varied widely in form and 

attendees, they generally provided a semi-private forum for discussions about any 

number of subjects, including literature, theatre, or politics, and also served as a place for 

the presentation of new ideas and works of art, music or literature.  After thriving during 

the Enlightenment, the French Revolution temporarily silenced the salon, and when the 

institution began reappearing after the Restoration, it had to reinvent itself based on the 

needs, values and social realities of a changed society.  By the end of the July Monarchy, 

however, the salon was a dying institution.  Throughout the centuries, the salonnière 

played the role of hostess, conversationalist, facilitator, and occasional performer, but 

more commonly the attendees would perform or read rather than the hostess.  Although 
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the space was generally presided over by a well-read and at least moderately affluent 

woman, the discussions and content of the gathering were largely based on the 

contributions of the male attendees.  The salon was not a feminist institution nor did it 

necessarily promote a feminist agenda, but it did provide a realm of influence and power 

for a select number of women who otherwise would not have had such meaningful 

interactions with the artists and intellectuals of their time. 

In some cases women writers were able to launch their careers as salonnières, but 

certainly not all salonnières became authors.  Mme de Staël, Claire de Duras, Sophie Gay 

and Delphine de Girardin are among the most notable early nineteenth-century 

salonnières to become published authors.  As noted above, Claire de Duras first told the 

story of Ourika in her salon, and Delphine Gay de Girardin earned fame by reciting 

poetry at her mother’s salon as a teenager.  In many other cases, male authors used the 

salon as a space for exploring ideas and for shaping existing projects with the input of a 

refined group of peers.  Stendhal himself attended salons and was said to have thrived in 

the milieu.  Balzac, too, was a regular attendee of literary salons, and his oeuvre benefited 

from the opinions and suggestions of the company he enjoyed in, for example, the 

gatherings at Mme de Girardin’s home.  The nineteenth-century salon was thus a thriving 

space for enlightened discussions and intellectual and artistic development.  Although the 

quality and content of conversation at different salons naturally varied, the overall 

contribution of the institution was a positive one. 

It is noteworthy that Stendhal should choose to portray the salon in such a 

negative light in Le Rouge et le noir when he frequented salons himself and was said to 
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be a great salon performer.  Guentner has suggested that in belittling the La Mole salon, 

Stendhal was referring specifically to nineteenth-century aristocratic salons and not to the 

institution as a whole (205), although his anxiety about multiple female-led spaces 

suggests that his distaste may have been based on gender more so than class.  Certainly 

Stendhal’s own status as a bourgeois liberal and his personal distaste for the aristocracy 

must have been at least partly to blame for his critical portrayal of the La Mole salon.  

However, Guentner also notes that the bourgeois salon of Mme Grandet in Lucien 

Leuwen “is as asphyxiating as that of the aristocratic salons” in his other novels 

(Guentner, 196).  Guentner claims that the ideal salon for Stendhal would be an 

eighteenth-century one where the mind was given free reign with the goal of pleasurable 

conversation and not social advancement (Guentner, 205).  Mathilde’s wild imagination, 

sharp wit and passion for the great minds of the eighteenth century like Voltaire and 

Rousseau could have served as the perfect combination for a more pre-Revolutionary-

minded salon.  Instead she altered her personality and temperament as she entered her 

salon, suggesting that the space of the modern aristocratic salon was inhospitable to such 

energy.  If the character Julien described as “savante et même raisonnable” (414) in the 

garden had exhibited those same attributes in her salon, Stendhal would have trapped 

himself into creating a more influential and thus threatening salonnière. 

The novel’s presentation of the vacuous nature of the female-run salon aligns well 

with its portrayal of the ridiculousness of female readership.  The two venues for female 

intellectual and creative exploration are presented in a negative light, and the novel 

suggests the futility of such seemingly oxymoronic endeavors.  Each time Mathilde 
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pursues one of these activities that places her in a subject position and gives her agency, 

the result is the same: a meaningless disconnect.  Mathilde’s failure to use reading as a 

tool for enlightenment or the salon as a place for artistic or intellectual development 

suggests the inherent incompatibility of women and the domain of literature.  

 

*** 

The Reflection in the Mirror: the Threatening Nascent Femme de Lettres 

 

As twenty-first century scholars looking through Stendhal’s metaphorical mirror 

at the brilliant Mathilde de La Mole, we gain some insight into the life of the educated 

aristocratic women of the 1820s and also into Stendhal’s own anxieties about the 

changing roles of women.  In many ways, Mathilde did reflect the 1820s reality of 

women’s growing access to education and their desire to explore the domain of literature 

as readers, salonnières and even writers in some cases.  By calling Mathilde a genius, 

Stendhal has garnered attention as being an advocate for women, even as being feminist.  

With two novels titled after their heroines and several strong female characters in others, 

the question of Stendhal’s feminism is a logical one.62  Although Richard Bolster claims 

that there exists a “féminisme passionnel qui est présent partout dans ses romans” (84), 

many feminist scholars disagree.  As this chapter illustrates, Stendhal uses Mathilde to 

suggest that intellectual superiority and literary aspirations in a woman are not only 

                                                 
62 Armance and Lamiel are named for their heroines, and Mathilde de La Mole in Le Rouge et le noir and 
the Duchesse Sanseverina in La Chartreuse de Parme display initiative and wit. 



 67

unnatural, but also as Stendhal says in the novel “impossible.”  As Naomi Schor explains, 

many of Stendhal’s novels are feminocentric without being feminist, and his female 

protagonists are free thinkers and movers without being liberated in the modern sense of 

the word.63  Moreover, Maddelena Bertelà suggests that, “Stendhal aurait pu être 

féministe par des personnages comme Mathilde de La Mole et la seconde Lamiel…mais 

il a tenu à ne pas l’être.  Capable donc de les créer presque pour les combattre” (Bertelà, 

10-11).  Although Mathilde might at first appear to be a manifestation of a certain 

feminism on the part of Stendhal, a close reading of the novel indicates that she is used 

more as an illustration of the dangers and even futility of female education than a tribute 

to it.  In the end, all of the things that Mathilde is not seem to nullify all that she 

originally appeared to be.  Initially of interest because of her “génie” and “esprit 

supérieur,” her consumption of literature, her mobility and independence, Stendhal’s 

Mathilde is, in spite of all that, not a brilliant salonnière, not interested in intellectual 

growth, and not inspired to write.  In writing Mathilde, Stendhal seems to suggest that 

even with many of the proper ingredients for intellectual maturity - literacy, curiosity, 

access to a library and wealth – women will ultimately surrender to their inherent 

sentimentality and choose maternal roles over artistic production. 

In spite of Mathilde’s feisty temperament, her cruelty and her lifeless salon, she 

still manages to be a magnetic character.  After berating her frigid salon, the narrator 

interjects on her behalf, “Nous aimons Mathilde” (420).  Even her absurd attempts to 

bring fantasy into her own life are humorous and enjoyable.  In the end, however, her 
                                                 
63 Schor, Breaking the Chain: Women, Theory and French Realist Fiction, 145. 
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character is as Stendhal said, likeable, but certainly not admirable.  Mathilde was not 

intended to serve as a fictional model for the potential of the educated woman, but 

instead as a reflection of her reality in the early nineteenth century, who, according to 

Stendhal, was a confused result of the unnatural combination of feminine body and 

masculine knowledge.  

If Mathilde was in fact a reflection of a social reality of Stendhal’s time, she 

certainly was not representative of those femmes de lettres we know of today like Claire 

de Duras, Mme de Staël or Marceline Desbordes-Valmore.  On the contrary, her empty 

salon and interrupted quest for knowledge must have been inspired by the lives of some 

of the least appealing literate women of the 1820s.  Knowing Stendhal’s feelings about 

Duras and even Staël makes Mathilde appear to have been written as a deliberate reply 

and counter-example to these successful femmes de lettres.  Stendhal published Le Rouge 

et le noir just before the 1830s influx of women to the world of publishing, and we can 

sense that he was willing such an evolution not to occur through his illustration of the 

incompatibility of genius and the female sex. 

In creating Mathilde, Stendhal begins the process of caricaturization of the female 

intellectual that will pick up speed throughout the 1830s and 1840s through the images of 

Daumier and the degrading commentary of authors like Barbey d’Aurevilly, binding, to 

borrow Schor’s term, the idea of the femme de lettres to certain roles and characteristics 

that undermine her very existence.  Stendhal’s femme de lettres is wildly sentimental, 

romantic, and attracted to the entertainment value of reading rather than any higher 

intellectual pursuit.  In the 1830s and 40s, the caricatures of women writers will 
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exaggerate different but equally debilitating attributes.  Even as late as 1857, Emma 

Bovary is a strikingly similar character to Mathilde, sharing many of her feminine 

handicaps.  In the next chapter I will show how Balzac also uses Realism to retell the 

story of the evolving femme de lettres in the 1830s.  His fictional femmes de lettres 

follow a similar trajectory as Mathilde, which is marked by a lack of writing, a return to 

maternity, a dominating sentimentality, and a voluntary abandonment of intellectual 

pursuits and mobility. 
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Chapter Two: 
 

The Femme de Lettres in Balzac’s Béatrix and La Muse du département 
 

 Among the many novels in Balzac’s Comédie humaine there are two that focus on 

the story of a femme de lettres: Béatrix (1839) and La Muse du département (1843).  In 

each of these novels, Balzac follows the struggles and adventures of a brilliant female 

author, and his presentation of each of these characters is telling of both the reality of the 

femme de lettres and of Balzac’s own personal opinions about the evolution occurring 

within the field of literary production.  Camille Maupin from Béatrix is written as a 

deliberate reflection of George Sand, and Dinah de la Baudraye from La Muse du 

département could be considered a reincarnation of Sand or a number of other 

contemporary femmes de lettres.  In both novels, however, the presence of George Sand 

as a model for the protagonists is palpable, and in spite of her actual success, her fictional 

doubles have literary careers that are overwhelmingly less glorious on a number of levels. 

Perhaps no woman better embodies the image of the nineteenth century’s 

burgeoning femme de lettres than George Sand, a woman whose literary success was 

immediate, fantastic and enduring.  Her prolific career as a writer, which lasted over forty 

years, produced over one hundred works and a ten-volume autobiography.  Although her 

career has had to be resuscitated by scholars over the last thirty years from nearly a 

century of neglect, she was during her time as renowned as the great male authors of the 

century including Balzac, Hugo, Flaubert, and Stendhal.  George Sand, the pen name for 

the woman born Amantine Aurore Lucile Dupin in 1804, was first introduced to the 
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literary world of Paris in 1831 as the collaborative author of Rose et Blanche along with 

her mentor and lover Jules Sandeau, but more importantly in 1832 with the publication of 

her own novel, Indiana, released under the pseudonym George Sand.  Beginning with 

this first independently written novel, George Sand deliberately chose to construct a 

strong, confident, and androgynous authorial identity.  Although the true identity behind 

her male pen name was only a secret for a brief time, George Sand never divorced herself 

from the authority that her pseudonym entailed.  Because of the magnitude of her success 

and the curious and even troubling nature of her androgynous identity, George Sand 

became an icon of her century whose image was reworked by artists, caricaturists, critics, 

satirists, and novelists, one of the most visible being Balzac. 

After the great success of Indiana in 1832, other women authors also began to 

emerge in the literary world, and the femme écrivain started to become a recognized and 

legitimate, if not always respected, “type.”64  Sand’s very visible career expanded the 

boundaries of what it meant to be a femme de lettres from the more private world of the 

salon to the more public world of publishing.  In 1836, Melanie Waldor wrote, “The 

number of women writers was still rather sparse in 1828; they could be counted, which is 

a calculation that would be lengthy and almost difficult to do nowadays.”65  Stendhal’s 

1829 creation of Mathilde de La Mole is separated by only a few years from the ensuing 

literary portrayals of the evolved femmes de lettres in Balzac’s novels of the 1830s and 

                                                 
64 According to Catherine Barry, the femme écrivain officially became a type in 1837, after the publication 
of Indiana but before Balzac’s two novels that will be studied here. See “Camille Maupin: Io to Balzac’s 
Prometheus?” Nineteenth-Century French Studies, 44. 
65 Quoted in Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel, 177. 
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40s.  During those few years, however, the professional possibilities for the female 

intellectual had expanded, largely due to relaxed censorship laws under Louis Philippe 

and the visible and inspirational success of George Sand.  

Although other talented female authors of the 1830s and 40s such as Daniel Stern 

(Marie d’Agoult) and Delphine de Girardin also wrote with great success, they never 

attained the iconic presence George Sand did.  Sand deliberately constructed a powerful, 

recognizable and in many ways masculine identity through her work and lifestyle.  Her 

pen name, her consistent appearance in print, her dress, her social interactions, and a 

careful manipulation of painted and photographic imagery of herself all contributed to the 

gradual creation of her strong and androgynous public identity.  Because of her 

omnipresence George Sand was the subject of numerous critical essays, caricatures, and 

even novels, often the victim of misogyny.  Barbey d’Aurevilly attacked George Sand in 

his series “Les Bas-bleus,” and Honoré Daumier portrayed her (and her influence on 

other women) as a menace to the foundation of society for encouraging disrespect for 

marriage and negligence of traditional domestic female roles (Bergman-Carton, 65-102). 

 Since George Sand had had such a prominent career, Honoré de Balzac was 

compelled to include a convincing fictional version of her in his Comédie humaine, a 

collection meant to serve as a comprehensive portrayal of all of the types of people in 

contemporary France.  In direct reference to George Sand, Balzac writes, “voulant 

peindre la société moderne en action je ne pouvais omettre la femme de génie.”66  In fact, 

George Sand is either a character in, an inspiration for, or the recipient of a dedication in 
                                                 
66 Mon Cher George, 133. 



 73

eight of Balzac’s novels,67 and Thierry Bodin claims that all of the femmes supérieures in 

Balzac’s works are in some way modeled after her (Bodin, 256).  The two novels where 

her presence is the most palpable and deliberate are Béatrix and La Muse du département, 

both of which spotlight a femme supérieure with a number of explicit physical and 

professional similarities to Sand. 

George Sand and Honoré de Balzac first met in 1831,68 and eventually became 

friends and even helped each other with editing and brainstorming works.  After years of 

correspondence and friendship Balzac asked Sand to write the preface to his Comédie 

humaine, and she did, although not until 1853, three years after Balzac’s death.  In that 

preface her words about the famous author are exceedingly complimentary on both a 

personal and professional level.  Balzac similarly writes an effusively kind dedication to 

Sand in his Les Mémoires de deux jeunes mariées.  In reading the 32 (extant) letters the 

two authors exchanged during their lives, it would appear that they developed a 

relationship based on respect and a mutual fondness for one another and for each other’s 

works.  In comparison with the Sand-Flaubert correspondence, however, the Sand-Balzac 

letters are limited in number and also much shorter in length, suggesting a less intimate 

connection.  Their content is nonetheless complimentary, warm and respectful, and the 

authors often indicate including samples of their works for the other to read.  However, 

                                                 
67 Bodin, “Du côté du chez Sand,” L’Année Balzacienne, 239.  Quoting Bodin, “La fille aux yeux d’or doit 
à la liaison scandaleuse de Sand et Marie Dorval.  On sait que Massimilla Doni et Gambara sont sortis 
d’une conversation avec George Sand ; qu’Illusions perdues a pour point de départ, ainsi que La Muse du 
département, l‘aventure de Sandeau et Mme Dudevant ; que Béatrix est né à Nohant, que G. Sand en a 
donné le sujet et que Félicité des Touches est son portrait.  On parle moins de La Duchesse de Langeais ou 
des Mémoires de deux jeunes mariées, pourtant dédiés à George Sand.” 
68 Floyd, Women in the Life of Balzac, 116. 
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the letters Balzac wrote to others about George Sand suggest a more complicated 

relationship.  In fact, his descriptions of Sand and her work could be decidedly critical, 

especially in his correspondence with his lover Mme Hanska.  In 1834, Balzac wrote to 

his Polish mistress claiming, “l’on fait à cette femme plus de célébrité qu’elle n’en 

mérite,”69 hinting at some jealousy on his part.  Later, in 1843 (just one year after his 

warm dedication to Sand in Les Mémoires de deux jeunes mariées), Balzac writes to 

Mme Hanska about Sand’s Consuelo, noting “c’est une telle chute qu’il n’y a plus rien à 

attendre de George Sand.  Consuelo est le produit de tout ce qu’il y a de plus vide, de 

plus invraisemblable, de plus enfant. C’est la justification de mon opinion sur elle.  Et 

Consuelo a 16 volumes!  L’ennui en 16 volumes.”70  However, he also later writes of 

Sand’s Jeanne, “Je lui envie Jeanne!  C’est d’une perfection…”71  This tension between 

his affection and respect for Sand and his hostility towards her success and disapproval of 

some of her works is echoed in Balzac’s fictional portrayal of her in Béatrix as well as in 

La Muse du département. 

In Béatrix, Balzac tells the story of a tremendously successful (fictitious) rival of 

George Sand, Félicité des Touches, pen-named Camille Maupin.  Camille Maupin’s 

many similarities to George Sand are deliberate and explicit, although her story ends up 

diverging significantly from Sand’s life.  The novel is a convoluted love story presenting 

a number of characters whose love interests cross and intersect, but are almost never 

reciprocal, and where money, social status and desire all play important roles.  In the 

                                                 
69 Balzac, Lettres à l’Etrangère, 196. 
70 Mon Cher George, 156. 
71 Mon Cher George, 31. 



 75

novel, Camille falls for the beautiful, young aristocrat Calyste du Guénic, who in turn 

quickly falls for Camille’s stunning blond friend Béatrix.  Béatrix is, however, 

uninterested in Calyste because of her affection for the musician Conti, who used to be 

Camille’s lover until Béatrix seduced him.  The complicated plot ends with a number of 

contrived marriages, although the main characters do not end up with the true object of 

their desire, and Camille’s marriage ends up being to the Church as she chooses to join a 

convent.  Although the novel is initially centered around the life and influence of Camille 

Maupin, it eventually leaves her behind to follow the story of Calyste, his destructive 

love for the uninterested and unavailable Béatrix, and his eventual marriage to another 

woman.  From behind the scenes, Camille helps arrange and fund Calyste’s marriage out 

of her own self-sacrificing love for him, and once she has done all she can to assure his 

happiness, fades from the novel and retires to a convent in Nantes.   

The basis for the novel’s plot was in fact given to Balzac by George Sand herself 

during his 1838 visit to her country home.  On his way to Sardinia, Balzac stopped at 

Nohant where Sand told him of the affair between Marie d’Agoult and Franz Liszt.  

Inspired by Sand’s story, Balzac closely molded the characters of Camille, Béatrix, and 

Conti after Sand, d’Agoult, and Liszt, respectively.  However, Sand’s initial suggestion 

for a novel about these characters was rethought and reinvented by Balzac to serve his 

own purposes.  The novel became a story about Calyste and to a lesser extent Béatrix, 

and the characters of Camille and Conti are abandoned halfway through the tale.  

Balzac’s insistence upon the character of Béatrix, the novel’s lesser bas-bleu, at the 

expense of Camille, the prolific and esteemed author, reflects the comprehensive 
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undermining of George Sand that saturates the novel on a number of levels and that this 

chapter will analyze. 

By a similar token, in La Muse du département, Balzac recounts the professional 

and romantic adventures of Dinah de la Baudraye, a provincial femme supérieure who 

first turns to writing in a cathartic exercise prescribed by her doctor and eventually finds 

a limited amount of success in her work.  Dinah is a brilliant and well-read woman whose 

only troubles are being married to a dull and uninspiring husband and living in the 

intellectually desolate region of Sancerre.  Although Dinah is able to “parler sur toute 

chose avec la lucidité d’un style étudié,”72 Balzac presents her intellectual superiority as 

meaningless in a town so distant from the core of Paris.  Dinah pursues her literary talents 

to the best of her abilities by writing poetry and hosting a salon.  She eventually meets 

and falls in love with a Parisian journalist, Etienne Lousteau, and follows him to Paris 

where she continues to write both with and for him.  Eventually, however, Dinah is 

disappointed by Lousteau, and attracted by her husband’s growing wealth, she decides to 

re-embrace her position as a wife and mother and abandon her fleeting identity as a 

writer.  Although the characters and stories of Dinah and Camille differ significantly, 

they share a number of similarities in their close ties with George Sand and in how they 

serve as a vessel for Balzac to undermine the story of Sand’s real life and literary 

accomplishments.  Balzac uses fiction to alter the perception of George Sand and detract 

from her success through a variety of narrative techniques in both novels.   

                                                 
72 Balzac, La Muse du département, 47. 
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In her study of women authors of the July Monarchy, Whitney Walton claims that 

the women writers of the time “wrote themselves into existence.”73  Through a persistent 

dedication to writing and a commitment to publishing their works, women writers of the 

1830s were able to mold an unconventional identity for themselves and explore 

previously exclusively masculine roles.  In order to write themselves into existence, 

women often published under male pen names and resisted the prescribed feminine roles 

of mother and housewife, challenging society’s understanding of gender and of the 

previously thought innate characteristics of women and men.  George Sand was certainly 

among the most visible of these bold new femmes de lettres, but there were myriad 

others, including Marie d’Agoult, Delphine de Girardin and Flora Tristan, to name only a 

few. 

This growing public display of gender-bending behavior by a number of female 

authors was troubling for many male figures of authority, Balzac certainly not the least of 

them.  His struggle with the invasion of the woman author into the field of cultural 

production surfaces in his fiction, and especially in the works centered around a female 

writer like Béatrix and La Muse du département.  In his novels, Balzac diminishes and 

even omits this liberating act of writing for his femmes écrivains, emptying the 

designation of meaning and underscoring its falseness.  Although she is classified as a 

woman of letters, she actually lives much of her life outside the world of writing.  

Moreover, her struggle to balance the opposing masculine and feminine sides of her 

                                                 
73 Walton, Eve’s Proud Descendants. Four Women Writers and Republican Politics in Nineteenth-Century 
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identity often overcomes her commitment to literature.  Balzac’s fictional women writers 

are unable to successfully fuse their sex and the gender roles they have chosen to 

perform, suggesting that women were not meant to challenge established gender binaries 

by taking up the pen.  These novels illustrate Balzac’s own discomfort with the gender-

bending behavior of contemporaries like George Sand, Daniel Stern (d’Agoult) and le 

Vicomte de Launay (Girardin).  Indeed, Balzac was so focused on George Sand’s 

defiance of gender norms (as evidenced in his letters to Mme Hanska) that he once wrote 

of her, “Elle est garçon, elle est artiste, elle est grande, généreuse, dévouée, chaste, elle a 

les grands traits de l’homme, ergo elle n’est pas femme.”74  He also promises his lover 

two autographs by George Sand, one signed George Sand and one Aurore Dudevant, 

“ainsi vous aurez l’animal curieux sous ses deux formes” (Mon Cher George, 118).  For 

Balzac, a woman who performs masculinity cannot be a woman: she is a curious animal 

or a man, but no longer a woman.  Balzac’s novels closely reflect these opinions from his 

personal correspondence. 

This chapter will explore Balzac’s retelling of the story of George Sand and of the 

“type” of the femme écrivain through the characters of Camille Maupin in Béatrix and 

Dinah de la Baudraye in La Muse du département, as well as through Lucien de 

Rubempré in Illusions Perdues.  In her 1853 preface to Balzac’s La Comédie humaine, 

George Sand wrote that, “chacun de ses types résumait à lui seul toute une variété de 

                                                 
74 Mon Cher George, 119. 
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l’espèce humaine.”75  This chapter will illustrate how the balzacian type of the femme de 

lettres corresponds with her living counterparts.  

 

*** 

Rewriting and Unwriting George Sand: Balzac’s Béatrix 

 

As with all of Balzac’s novels, a connection to the socio-political reality of his 

time is foundational in the development of each character and plot, and Béatrix is no 

exception.  Not only was the novel’s plot based on the actual interactions between Sand, 

d’Agoult and Liszt, but Camille Maupin’s similarity to the prominent George Sand is 

striking.  In his personal correspondence Balzac affirms the obvious that, “Camille 

Maupin est George Sand.”76  By the time of the novel’s publication in 1839, George Sand 

had already written a number of successful novels such as Indiana (1832), Valentine 

(1832), Lélia (1833), Leone Leoni (1833), and Mauprat (1837) to name only a few, and 

would certainly have been as much a household name as any other writer of the time.  

Balzac invokes the popular image of George Sand to shape the character of Camille 

Maupin as well as the plot and atmosphere of the novel.  Within the first fifty pages of 

text, Balzac steeps the novel in a Realism directly tied to Sand’s career by repeatedly 

mentioning her name and by making Camille a convincing reflection of her.  In doing so, 

Balzac invites readers to conflate the two and read Camille’s story as if it were Sand’s.  

                                                 
75 Mon Cher George, 16. 
76 Mon Cher George, 12. 
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Camille, who is presented as an equal and a rival of the author of Indiana, shares many 

similarities with Sand, from her dark hair, to her facial features, to her tendency to dress 

as a male, to her male pen name, to her upbringing, to her love life.  Physically, Camille 

Maupin is described as having, “Ce visage, plus long qu’ovale,”77 “Les cheveux noirs et 

abondants descendent en nattes le long du col” (103), and “Le nez, mince et droit” (104).  

Professionally, Camille is “l’une des quelques femmes célèbres du dix-neuvième siècle, 

passa longtemps pour un auteur réel à cause de la virilité de son début” (97).  As for her 

upbringing, Camille, not unlike George Sand, “s’éleva toute seule en garçon…dans sa 

bibliothèque et y lisait tout ce qu’il lui plaisait de lire” (98).  Other details of the life of 

George Sand such as her fondness for music, the oriental décor of her home, and her 

smoking habit are all carefully matched in the character of Camille Maupin, leaving only 

the location of Nantes, the wealth of Camille, and a few minor biographical differences to 

separate the fictional and factual versions of George Sand.  As with many of his 

characters, Balzac introduces the genius author Camille Maupin into a number of his 

other novels as a secondary or background character, including La Muse du département, 

Illusions Perdues, Autre Etude de femme and Honorine. 

Before beginning an exploration of the methods Balzac uses to undermine the 

powerful image of George Sand in Béatrix, it is important to note that her fictional double 

Camille Maupin is presented as genius and as a woman whose fame was justly earned.  

Balzac uses the terms “génie" (93) and “supérieure” (101) liberally when describing 

Camille and even refers to George Sand herself as a “femme de génie” (96).  This 
                                                 
77 Balzac, Béatrix, 103. 
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emphasis on Camille’s genius reinforces the realism of her character and her ties to the 

woman whose brilliant literary contributions were already noteworthy.  However, behind 

the novel’s emphatic proclamation of Camille’s genius lie a number of criticisms, both 

subtle and overt, of her life, and distractions from her professional accomplishments.  

This chapter will explore the derogatory nature of Balzac’s presentation of Sand/Maupin 

within the text of Béatrix. 

One of Balzac’s first methods for undermining George Sand through the story of 

Camille is by attacking her mobility and her access to the literary core of Paris.  Although 

in reality George Sand exhibited a surprising amount of physical and professional 

freedom and movement, Camille struggles with a contrasting confinement.  In Sand’s 

need to access Paris, its publishing houses, salons, intellectuals, and newspapers, she did 

not allow herself to be restricted by marriage, sexism, or even constrictive women’s 

clothing.  She wrote both in Nohant and in Paris, traveling back and forth as necessary.  

Even with two young children in her care and very limited funds initially, Sand moved 

freely and on her own terms between Paris and Nohant, as well as to other countries 

where she also wrote.  In Béatrix, however, Balzac relegates Camille to the peripheral 

and stagnant region of Brittany, which in the Balzacian vision of France serves as the 

antithesis to the vibrant, productive and palpitating heart of Paris.  Early in the novel we 

learn that Camille earned her fame in Paris and used to hold an illustrious salon there 

(which is also referenced in other novels such as Illusions Perdues).  However, within the 

pages of Béatrix, Paris is only a historical reference for Camille as she spends the entire 

novel on the isolated coast of Brittany in a small town outside of Guérande, a walled city 
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lost in time that is described as leading to nothing and thus attracting no one (47).  Balzac 

picks up her story both geographically and chronologically outside its prime, telling of a 

Camille Maupin who lives alone in an secluded mansion with an “air de prison” located 

on a “presqu’isle” that is only accessible at low tide, thus creating an exaggerated and 

almost continental divide between the literary core of Paris and Camille, the supposedly 

renowned and prolific author.  Whereas George Sand was able to move with ease 

between Nohant and Paris, Camille never escapes the isolation of the coast.  In the end, 

Camille decides join a convent in Nantes where she is even further removed from the 

heart of the literary world. 

In addition to this geographic isolation, Camille is also plagued by a lack of 

literary productivity, which is entirely contradictory to the reality of her prolific model 

George Sand.  In fact, Camille never actually writes a single line during the novel, and 

Balzac neglects to name or classify any of the past works that have brought her so much 

fame.  Instead she is consumed by her passion for the young and beautiful Calyste du 

Guénic, and eventually by her role as his match-maker and financial sponsor.  She is 

melancholic and love-stricken to the point of complete professional paralysis, and shows 

no inclination to write over the period of approximately two years during which the novel 

takes place (between August 1836 and 1838).  Camille’s glorious Parisian salon is only a 

memory of the past, and the discussions at her isolated château center around music, love 

and marriage instead of literature or politics.  In his analysis of the character of Camille 

Maupin entitled “‘Cet être amphibie qui n’est ni homme ni femme’: marginalizing gender 

and gendering the marginal in Balzac’s Camille Maupin,” Owen Heathcote claims that 
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Balzac’s decision to omit the act of writing or any concrete reference to Camille’s oeuvre 

was a way of adding prestige to her name, saying, “So insistent and important is this 

naming of Camille Maupin that it can replace her actual writing while, again 

paradoxically, giving her actual writing additional importance and prestige” (41).  I will 

maintain, on the contrary, that the total absence of writing from Camille’s life 

undermines her legitimacy as a writer.  Unlike George Sand, whose commitment to 

writing had already been proven by 1839, Camille is presented as someone who was once 

professionally a writer, but whose core identity is actually independent of literature and 

who can quickly and definitively abandon writing in pursuit of other passions.  Camille, 

unlike George Sand, is essentially a dilettante, dominated by love and desire rather than 

by art or genius.  Her identity as a writer comes off as a performance, behind which exists 

the raw and unmasked Camille.  In contrast, Sand once described her own identity as a 

simple whole, “Née romancier, j’écris des romans.”78  In retelling Sand’s story this way, 

Balzac suggests that her own productivity might also wane if her essentially feminine 

heart were to be distracted.  In 1843, Balzac wrote to Mme Hanska, “il n’y a plus rien à 

attendre de George Sand.”79  Through Camille, Balzac hints at a quieter and less glorious 

future for George Sand, one which of course was not realized, possibly to the great 

dismay of a jealous and competitive Balzac. 

George Sand was known for her open defiance of gender norms and her 

unapologetic assumption of masculine behaviors and a male pen name.  Janis Bergman-

                                                 
78 Mon Cher George, 29. 
79 Mon Cher George, 156. 
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Carton states that, “While other women adopted, as Sand had, a male pseudonym, no one 

else constructed through costume, behavior and literary output such a thorough and 

integrated challenge to gender conventions” (203, italics mine).  In Béatrix, Balzac first 

frames Camille in the same types of gender-crossing behaviors and then goes on to 

emphasize the psychological troubles that must result from such an unnatural and 

confusing identity.  From the opening scene of the novel, Balzac accentuates her 

unorthodox and “unfeminine” behaviors.  The first time readers hear of the infamous 

Camille Maupin is during the lengthy opening scene of the novel when the du Guénic 

family is gossiping about her.  One of the ladies exclaims, “Elle fume!” (82), introducing 

readers to a character whose behavior is shockingly “inappropriate.”  The family priest 

then follows up by calling her an amphibious creature who is neither man nor woman 

(85).  During the same conversation she is also referred to as a demon, a witch, and a 

woman who has had sexual adventures.  Thus, readers’ first impression of Camille is one 

of incongruity as they ponder a woman who has not only taken a man’s name, but also 

behaves as a man.  In keeping with Christine Battersby’s historical analysis of gender and 

genius, Balzac’s creation of Camille Maupin illustrates the nineteenth century’s belief 

that in order for a woman to take on a male career such as writing, she must completely 

abandon her sex and take on the male sexual energies required to create art (Battersby, 

45).  There is no possibility for genius in a womanly woman.  Camille’s success was only 

possible through the adoption of such a masculine identity and behaviors.  

As the story progresses and readers encounter Camille first-hand, Balzac reveals 

in her character the pain and confusion that stem from the unnatural union between her 
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female body and her masculine behavior.  Her strong and defiant image is quickly 

weakened as readers meet the real Camille Maupin.  We learn that although she has 

developed a brilliant mind, confidence, power and influence through her unusual 

upbringing and career, she also has a wounded sentimental heart.  She is at times 

tormented by her double identity and in one scene laments to her lover Claude, “Ne puis-

je être femme, suis-je une monstruosité?” (163), to which he replies, “Peut-être,” and 

later refers to her as “un peu homme” (164).  Camille thus performs masculinity with 

confidence and success, but internally is afflicted and confused about the disjunction 

between her public persona and her inner being.  In painting her this way, Balzac 

suggests the same possibility for George Sand, and in doing so undermines the strength 

of her own carefully crafted public image and suggests a degree of falseness in it.  

Camille’s torment suggests that a woman can never truly abandon her God-given gender, 

and that a life led like a man will eventually be destructive.  In reality, however, George 

Sand proved this representation to be inaccurate.  Although Sand’s own splenetic 

moments are well documented in her autobiography as well as in her correspondence, her 

sporadic depression was never attributed to her dual nature or her performance of 

masculinity, but rather to a deeper and more philosophic frustration with life that was 

symptomatic of a generational “mal du siècle.”  On the contrary, Sand’s dedication to her 

androgynous persona is emphatic and ubiquitous, and her moments of weakness are 

independent of this aspect of her identity. 

Balzac further undermines the possibility of a woman embracing a male 

pseudonym and a masculine profession by constantly switching Camille’s name in the 



 86

text and creating a sense of confusion about the identity of Camille Maupin.  On a single 

page, for example, the narrator refers to her in four different ways, as “Mademoiselle des 

Touches,” “Félicité,” “Camille,” and “Camille Maupin” (164).  His alternating use of the 

names referring to the different sides of her identity further reinforces the division 

between the strong and superior mind of Camille Maupin and the fragile heart of Félicité 

des Touches, and ultimately suggests that a cohesive union of a feminine body and genius 

is not possible.  Conversely, George Sand successfully embodied her own androgynous 

identity.  For example, her personal letters indicate that after 1833 she signed her name 

“George,” “G.S.” or “George Sand,” and letters sent to her were consistently addressed to 

“George (Sand).”80  The confusing Camille / Félicité bifurcation that haunts his fictional 

version of Sand was never an issue for Sand who abandoned Aurore with the publication 

of Indiana and completely embraced her new authorial identity.  Like George Sand, 

Camille is at one point described as wearing man’s pants so as not to be bothered by 

women’s clothing.  Yet in the same scene she defends herself as being “femme et très 

femme” (216), creating a tension between her masculine behavior and her female 

essence.  For George Sand, wearing pants did not present such an either/or dichotomy.  

Sand wore pants and she was a woman.  Nonetheless, in his treatment of the character of 

Camille Maupin, Balzac emphasizes her fantastic and often tormenting androgyny which 

ultimately breaks down the strength he assigned her at the beginning of the novel when 

he labeled her a genius and a woman with a superior mind.  Femme de génie and femme 

                                                 
80 Balzac, however, addressed her as Georges, adding an –s to her name. 
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écrivain are eventually shown to be merely titles she earned by writing which do not 

accurately reflect the reality of the woman readers get to know in Béatrix. 

This illustration of the destructive and incompatible nature of masculine behavior 

and a female body foreshadows the powerful images of Honoré Daumier that will tell a 

similar story five years later in his series of mocking lithographs of “Les Bas-bleus” 

(1844).  In The Woman of Ideas in French Art, 1830-1848 Janis Bergman-Carton 

analyzes Daumier’s bas-bleus where manly women writers neglect their domestic duties 

and wreck households in order to pursue literary careers.81  She illustrates how Daumier 

uses femmes de lettres as negative models of female behavior by calling attention to their 

“destructive” behaviors and exaggerating their masculine traits.  In the 1844 image 

below, Daumier portrays a busy woman reading and tending to her intellectual 

development while neglecting her family duties.   

                                                 
81 For an extensive sampling of Daumier’s Bas-bleus series, see Bergman-Carton, The Woman of Ideas in 
French Art, 1830-1848, Chapter 3 (65-102).  With Bergman-Carton’s thorough overview of the images, I 
will only present one image here for illustrative purposes of my discussion. 
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Fig. 2.  Honoré Daumier, Les Bas-bleus, 1844.  
“Emportez donc ça plus loin…il est impossible de travailler au milieu d’un vacarme 
pareil, allez vous promener à la petite provence, et en revenant achetez de nouveaux 
biberons passage Choiseul !... Ah !  M. Cabassol c’est votre premier enfant, mais je vous 
jure que ce sera votre dernier!” 
 
Here, a frazzled husband is left to tend to his baby while his wife reads and writes.  Since 

post-Revolutionary French society was founded upon the family structure of a working 

husband and a domestic wife, such an image would have been humorous and even 

shocking in its incongruity.  In this illustration, the person speaking and giving orders is 

the woman, not the man, and in her command she refers to her child in a cold and 

unmotherly way, calling the baby “ça.”  Her face is angry and worn, with little sign of 

warmth, refinement or traditional markers of femininity.  She is fully dressed, while her 
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husband appears to be in his night clothes.  As Natalie Davis notes in “Woman on Top,” 

these images of inverted sexual power, while illustrating an escape from gender norms, 

actually only reinforced the dominant discourse by showing the ridiculousness and 

improbability of such role reversals.  The exaggerated effects of a woman pursuing a 

writing career (her angry demeanor, disinterest in her child, her mute and powerless 

husband) reinforce the need to follow society’s prescribed gender roles. 

Camille’s gender-bending behavior was likely read with a similar sense of 

discomfort as that created by Daumier’s masculine and misbehaving bas-bleus.  In both 

cases, the women are presented as living uncomfortably outside the norms of acceptable 

female behavior, and are portrayed as disturbing social and psychological harmony in 

lieu of being shown as bright and enlightened pioneers.  Their contributions to society in 

the form of literary output, which of course in the case of George Sand were significant, 

are deliberately ignored in order to call attention to the troubling and destabilizing aspects 

of their behavior.  Although Balzac uses subtler tactics than Daumier to convey the 

disruptive nature of women writing, his novel lays the foundation for an ongoing critical 

stance on the femme de lettres by initiating this imagery of destructive and unnatural 

androgyny. 

Ultimately Camille is unable to fully embody either side of her double-gendered 

identity, and she retreats to a convent and abandons both her masculine identity as a 

writer and her feminine desires for Calyste where she can live a sort of gender-less 

existence.  The conclusion of the story of Camille Maupin, which had begun with 

reflections on her infamous and even glorious defiance of gender norms, thus ends in the 
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silence, order, and seclusion of the Church, where she abandons the confusing life of a 

woman trying to live like a man.  Whereas Owen Heathcote reads Camille’s ending in a 

convent as a demonstration “that she is consistently if unpredictably her own person and 

that her personality and her potential are not limited to or by professional success” (41), I 

interpret her destiny as Balzac’s way of silencing the femme auteur and suggesting the 

impossibility of her existence.  In 1839, George Sand had only just begun the long and 

successful journey she would take as an author, and Balzac could not have predicted the 

endurance and longevity of her career.  By abruptly ending the career of Sand’s fictional 

double in his 1839 novel, Balzac suggests the unlikeliness that Sand would be able to 

continue to live such an unorthodox life and to be embraced by a large public of readers.  

The roots of Camille’s impossibility lie not in any sort of intellectual shortcoming, but in 

an inherent incompatibility of the female psyche and the masculine world of writing and 

publishing.  The weakness of her feminine heart ultimately overpowers the genius of her 

more masculine mind.  Since it appears that Balzac’s praises of Camille’s intellect were 

genuine reflections of his opinions of the genius of George Sand, Balzac ultimately 

foretells for Sand an eventual weakness of heart, not of mind.  Although several men 

played important roles in George Sand’s life on a romantic level, none of them was able 

to derail her from her passion for writing as Camille was so easily distracted from her 

work.  Furthermore, in spite of George Sand’s lifelong affinity for Catholicism and her 

“tentation monastique” (Bodin, 253), the George Sand of 1839 gave no indication of 

abandoning a blossoming writing career for convent life. 
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In this Realist novel, where Camille illustrates the daily psychological challenges 

of a female author’s double-gendered existence, Sand serves in the text as an intangible 

and mythical figure.  This portrayal of George Sand as a distant and almost super-human 

reference point for the zenith of female intellectual accomplishment elevates her out of 

Balzac’s nineteenth-century “reality.”  Instead, readers are invited to substitute Camille’s 

experiences for those of accomplished writers and exceptional women like George Sand.  

Janis Bergman-Carton points out this same trend in the visual arts where many 

caricaturists chose to refer to George Sand as a legend rather than in physical form so as 

not to validate her work (46).  Alternatively, artists avoided drawing her so as not to call 

attention to her and reinforce her popularity, and in other cases images of Sand focused 

on her deviant sexuality (cross-dressing, smoking, etc.) in order to “deflect our attention 

away from the writer’s achievement” (Bergman-Carton, 46).  As with the Daumier 

lithograph, there are strong parallels to be drawn between these techniques used in the 

visual arts and Balzac’s similar insistence on the deviant gender performance of both 

George Sand (from his correspondence) and Camille Maupin. 

In making Camille such a transparent reflection of George Sand, Balzac unwrites 

the story of Sand’s life by professionally dethroning his protagonist and then rewrites her 

life by diverting attention from her avatar’s literary glory, focusing instead on Camille’s 

romantic adventures.  Camille’s story suggests the incongruity resulting from the 

troubling combination of the female sex and seemingly masculine literary aspirations, 

thus reinforcing existing patriarchal social codes.  As both Bergman-Carton and Davis 
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explain, illustrations of the exceptional and inverted woman only reinforce her need to 

submit.   

 

*** 

The Ramifications of “Sandisme” in La Muse du département 

 

Whereas Béatrix focused on retelling the story of George Sand through the 

character of Camille Maupin, La Muse du département (1843) confronts a problem even 

worse than the menacing success of a single woman author: the threat of numerous 

women authors.  The novel addresses the problem of what Balzac terms “le Sandisme,” 

wherein countless women with varying levels of merit draw inspiration from the dramatic 

success of George Sand and hope to follow in her footsteps to become France’s next 

beloved femme de lettres.  From the fourth page of text, Balzac confronts this intellectual 

plague. 

…on pourrait dire que George Sand a créé le Sandisme, tant il est vrai que, 
moralement parlant, le bien est presque toujours doublé d’un mal.  Cette lèpre 
sentimentale a gâté beaucoup de femmes qui, sans leurs prétentions au génie, 
eussent été charmantes… Or l’illustration de George Sand a eu pour principal 
effet de faire reconnaître que la France possède un nombre exorbitant de femmes 
supérieures… (32) 
 

 Although Dinah is not as close a reflection of George Sand as Camille was, she 

does represent Sand’s legacy as an aspiring femme de lettres.  Throughout La Muse du 

département Dinah only writes and publishes one moderately successful work, and seems 

to embrace writing as a cathartic hobby rather than a profession.  Although her “career” 
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does not come close to the vigor or longevity of Sand’s, Balzac wrote that Dinah 

represents, “la future rivale de George Sand.”82  Such a claim is more insulting to Sand 

than complimentary to Dinah, since this fictional femme de lettres had neither the talent, 

the dedication, nor the popularity of Sand.  Nonetheless, Dinah does share a number of 

obvious similarities with George Sand, and also with other women writers of the time 

like Caroline Marbouty and Delphine de Girardin.83  Dinah never attains even a fraction 

of the success of Sand (or Camille Maupin), but she shares her profession (at least 

sporadically) and is described as “une femme supérieure et capable d’inspirer de 

l’inquiétude à George Sand” (76).  In comparing Dinah to Sand, scholars have higlighted 

a number of biographical and professional similarities.  Jacques Borel claims, “Dinah à 

Sancerre et au château d’Anzy, c’est Aurore à Nohant et à la Châtre” (182).  Moreover, 

Dinah’s relationship with the aspiring journalist and writer Etienne Lousteau shares many 

similarities with George Sand’s ties to Jules Sandeau, not the least of which is the 

rhyming last name.  In spite of their inferior talent, both men were the mentors and lovers 

of the young women writers.  Caroline Marbouty also had an affair with Jules Sandeau 

and her career more closely reflects the tempered and localized success of Dinah than 

George Sand’s.  Margaret Cohen also notes that Balzac had once referred to Caroline 

Marbouty as “la muse de Limoges,” and that both Dinah and Marbouty were from a 

provincial protestant background and were married to an older, unattractive man with 
                                                 
82 Mon Cher George, 84. 
83 A number of scholars have noted the strong resemblance between Dinah and these female authors.  For 
example, see: Cohen, Sentimental Education of the Novel, 167; Bodin, “Du côté de chez Sand,” L’Année 
Balzacienne, 255; Borel, Personnages et Destins Balzaciens, 182. Cohen reads Dinah as being Caroline 
Marbouty, and Bodin and Borel read her as George Sand.  Borel also notes her similarity with Delphine de 
Girardin (186-87). 



 94

land.84  Although scholars are split on whom Balzac used as his model for Dinah de la 

Baudraye, it is clear from his introductory remarks on Sandisme that she could represent 

any number of female authors. 

Overall, Dinah’s brief literary career can be characterized by wavering dedication 

and productivity and a failure to access the literary market of Paris.  Her incompleteness 

as a writer is an interesting compliment to Camille Maupin’s opposing deficiencies.  

Whereas Camille was presented as an accomplished published writer, she never actually 

wrote anything in Béatrix.  In Dinah’s case, she is presented as just another aspiring tenth 

muse, yet she does write several poems and novels, and her most famous work is even 

cited within the text of La Muse du département.  Thus, neither of these women writers 

embodies the fullness of the success of the real George Sand: one being the illustrious 

writer who never writes and the other being a woman who writes without much luster.  

Dinah’s poem, “Paquita la Sévillane,” fragments of which appear in La Muse du 

département, is, according to Thierry Bodin, the only work of any of Balzac’s fictional 

women writers to be cited (Bodin, 240).  This 600-line poem was published under the 

pseudonym Jan Diaz in a short-lived provincial journal L’Echo du Morvan, “espèce de 

revue qui lutta pendant dix-huit mois contre l’indifférence provinciale” (63).  However, 

her work never makes it to Paris, and presumably because of this will fade into oblivion.  

Even after the local success of “Paquita,” Dinah’s commitment to writing is irresolute, 

and she is easily and frequently distracted from her pen by social commitments, a love 

interest or ennui.  By the end of the novel readers have shared several years of adventures 
                                                 
84 Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel, 167. 



 95

with Dinah and they will likely judge her as an unusually bright woman who took up the 

pen on occasion, but not as a writer. 

The narrator mocks her supposedly famous poem “Paquita,” calling it a “poème 

étrange” (63) whose attributes were limited to one “magnifique description de Rouen,” 

(64) and a “délicat” (65) painting of lovers’ goodbyes.  Richard Bolster states that 

Paquita is a “fiction ridicule,” and that Balzac intended the poem to be a pastiche because 

of its “forme absurde,” “exotisme banale,” and “extravagance stylistique.”85  Later 

Dinah’s second poem “Le Chêne de la messe” is deemed “charmant” (67).  Combined 

with the preceding description of the sad state of the local journal where her work was 

published, these tepid compliments of her poetry emphasize the smallness and mediocrity 

of her work.  Moreover, the narrator insists upon the femininity of her writing with terms 

like “délicat” and “charmant.”  In reference to a vivid description of one of the characters 

in “Paquita” he explains, “Le ponsif du portrait de la jeune Espagnole a servi depuis à 

tant de courtisanes dans tant de prétendus poèmes qu’il serait fastidieux de reproduire ici 

les cent vers dont il se compose” (65).  This process of making the exceptional banal 

through excessive imitations parallels exactly the process of Sandisme on which the novel 

was founded, where too many women attempt to imitate George Sand, making even this 

talented author seem mundane.  The way in which the narrator breaks up Dinah’s poem 

with lukewarm commentary, ellipses, and “etc.,” omitting and devaluing certain sections 

because of their triteness, leaves readers with the impression that this popular poem was 

less than exceptional. 
                                                 
85 Bolster, Stendhal, Balzac et le féminisme romantique, 65. 
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Throughout La Muse du département the narrator is split between praise for 

Dinah’s intelligence and antipathy for her work.  In spite of her superiority, the weight 

and abundance of the novel’s sarcastic and misogynistic diction overshadows Dinah’s 

positive attributes.  Even the title undermines the protagonist’s agency since she is not 

called a writer or an artist, but a “muse.”  Moreover, Dinah is introduced as the muse of 

the department, suggesting that each of the one hundred French departments might have 

had their own muse, and that her realm of influence was quite limited.  From the fourth 

page of text, where the narrator explains the nuisance of Sandisme, the novel is sprinkled 

with caustic comments about women writers that discredit the intelligence and merit of 

both Dinah de la Baudraye and by close association George Sand and the other women 

writers of the 1830s and 40s mentioned here.  Sandisme is referred to as a “lèpre 

sentimentale” (32), and those hoping to follow in the footsteps of Sand’s success are 

coined “tenth muses,” another ironic term proposing the impossible situation in which 

hundreds of aspiring women writers are all claiming the position of the tenth muse.  The 

term “muse” comes from Greek mythology and refers to the nine sister goddesses 

presiding over the arts and learning whose job was to inspire male genius (Bergman-

Carton, 166).  By using this term Balzac creates a distraction from the productivity of 

George Sand, since a muse was nothing more than a poetic inspiration for a male writer.  

In reality and in fiction, neither George Sand nor Dinah de la Baudraye acted as 

inspirational and passive muses; on the contrary they were active writers.  Calling Dinah 

a muse devalues and feminizes her work (and by association the women authors of the 

1830s and 40s).  In spite of her intelligence, Dinah never attains even a fraction of the 
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success of George Sand, and the narrator belittles her as, “une de ces cent et une dixième 

muses qui ornent les départements” (160).  In choosing words like “ornent” and “muse,” 

Balzac insists upon the physical beauty and stillness of the female sex, diverting focus 

from the productivity of both his fictional and other real femmes de lettres. 

The literary salon, a largely female-run institution which had played an important 

role in Le Rouge et le noir and indeed in literary developments for over a century, is also 

central to Dinah’s own social and professional exploration.  For both distraction and 

intellectual stimulation, she hosts a “Société dite Littéraire” at her husband’s château in 

Sancerre.  However, in Dinah’s case, the weekly gatherings are not places for serious or 

productive discussions of literature, but rather a frivolous assembly where, “…on y jouait 

aux dominos, au billard, à la bouillotte, en buvant du vin chaud sucré, du punch et des 

liqueurs.  On y fit quelques petits soupers fins, et l’on y donna des bals masqués au 

carnaval.  En fait de la littérature, on y lut les journaux, l’on y parla politique, et l’on y 

causa d’affaires” (50).  “Literature” was limited at her salon to the realms of newsprint, 

politics and business, leaving higher forms of writing unexplored.  Whereas Delphine de 

Girardin, George Sand, Marceline Desbordes-Valmore, Claire de Duras, and many other 

successful women writers of the early nineteenth century had used the salon as a tool for 

exposing their work and networking professionally, Dinah’s salon seems not to germinate 

any new interest in her works, nor inspiration for new ones, nor meaningful publishing or 

editorial contacts.  Its triviality reflects the emptiness of its hostess as an author and 

intellectual. 
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Furthermore, Dinah’s writing career is severely handicapped by her location in 

the distant lands of Sancerre.  In Balzac’s vision of the French intellectual world, the 

provinces are a vacuum of talent and intelligence from where, “Les gens de talent, les 

artistes, les hommes supérieures, tout coq à plumes éclatantes s’envole à Paris” (57).  

Throughout much of his Comédie humaine, Balzac emphasizes this disconnect between 

the provinces and Paris.  Here, this distance from Paris turns out to be a handicap for the 

aspiring writer Dinah, who struggles to be heard from the distant countryside, and is 

geographically confined with terms like “la muse du département,” Mme de Staël of the 

Loire (47), and “Sappho de Saint-Satur” (44).  Moreover, Sancerre is characterized as 

“isolé” (30), “infertile” (30), and “veuve” (30), with a bleak future bereft of economic 

potential.  At one point in the novel, a friend of Dinah’s puts together a volume of her 

work and sends it to Paris for publication, but it is lost along the way and never arrives, 

underscoring the insurmountable distance between Paris and the periphery.  Dinah’s 

eventual fall from momentary literary glory is explained as an inevitable process of 

suffocation by the mediocrity and vulgarity of Sancerre where “la belle plante dépérit” 

(57).  Although Dinah does eventually make it to Paris, she never succeeds in tapping the 

resources of the literary world in order to fully embrace a career as a writer. 

Not only does Balzac keep Dinah in the isolated provinces for much of the novel, 

but he also mocks the geographical confinement of her eventual fame.  Although Balzac 

does assign a certain level of success to Dinah’s first poem, he limits her influence 

geographically by noting how her work was embraced in the departments of Allier, 

Nièvre and Cher (63).  The fame she won from its publication thus extended an 
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unimpressive distance of about fifty kilometers.  The narrator later explains how a friend 

of Dinah’s compiled and printed her complete works, and that 150 copies were sold, 50 

in each of three departments.  Her talent was just enough to pique some local interest, but 

not enough to penetrate the Parisian market or leave any sort of lasting mark on the world 

of literature.  Moreover, readers learn that people came from all the surrounding towns to 

visit the illustrious Dinah de la Baudraye, “comme en Suisse on se faisait présenter à 

Mme de Staël” (47).  Knowing how little Dinah had accomplished as a writer makes this 

comment more critical of Mme de Staël than complimentary to Dinah.  Suggesting that 

Dinah’s regional fame could be compared to Staël’s international renown undermines 

Staël’s talent and success.  Balzac also falsely applies this same sort of regional 

constriction to George Sand when he states, “la gloire de George Sand rayonna sur le 

Berry,” (68) as though she was not read outside her home region. 

Halfway through the novel Dinah’s simple provincial world is shaken by a visit 

from two Parisians who spend a few weeks at her home in Sancerre.  During their visit, 

Dinah falls in love with one of the men, a young journaliste and feuilletoniste named 

Etienne Lousteau.  The have one passionate encounter, but after his departure, Lousteau 

quickly forgets Dinah and embraces his life as a flâneur and writer back in Paris.  She 

writes him letters daily but Lousteau tires of them and claims she is “née pour faire de la 

copie” (161).  Dinah eventually abandons her husband and escapes Sancerre to follow her 

heart, not her pen, to Paris.  She finds Lousteau, who has completely forgotten her, and 

reveals to him that she is pregnant with his child, so he reluctantly takes her in.  Once 

settled in their apartment in Paris, Dinah realizes how inept and unproductive Lousteau 
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is, and she begins to write both with and for him in order to pay the bills.  Thus the gifted 

femme de lettres, who at the beginning of the novel dreamed of escaping Sancerre to 

access the literary core of Paris, finally arrives in Paris driven by love instead of writing, 

and writes only when she realizes she must.  Her pitiable personal and professional 

partnership with Etienne Lousteau lasts for several years and through the birth of a 

second child until Dinah is finally lured back to her marriage by the new fortune and 

grand Parisian apartment her husband has acquired.  Unlike her model George Sand who 

began publishing in partnership with Jules Sandeau, but soon after their first novel 

established her own independent identity and career, Dinah never breaks off 

professionally from her indolent mentor.  Although Dinah writes two books during her 

six years in Paris with Lousteau, the narrator does not explain whether or not they were 

published under her name or Lousteau’s nor what they were called nor the nature of their 

success.  At the end of the novel Dinah’s quick return to her role as a wife and mother 

and abandonment of her writing career suggest that she was in fact just another dixième 

muse whose mitigated success is not worth detailing because it will be quickly forgotten. 

One evening, when Dinah is out at the theatre in Paris with Etienne, she asks him, 

“Je me demande comment une femme peut dompter le monde?” to which he replies, “Il y 

a deux manières: être Mme de Staël, ou posséder deux cent mille francs de rentes!” (186), 

calling attention to the exceptionality of the genius and success of Mme de Staël and 

reminding Dinah (and readers) of the improbability of any other woman repeating such a 

feat.  As Sheriff explains in her study on the exceptional woman, comments such as 

Etienne’s contribute to the masculinist discourse’s effort to “manage, contain, and 
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control” (3) the idea of the exceptionally talented woman.  His comment suggests that 

since Mme de Staël has already lived and succeeded as an exceptional woman, that door 

is now closed for contemporary women.  Etienne’s statement contributes to Balzac’s 

pervasive message that a talented and successful woman writer is an anomaly, and that 

true female genius only exists in a few exceptional cases such as Mme de Staël.  Balzac 

similarly proposed in Béatrix that because of the success of Mme de Staël there was no 

more room in the century for another Sappho (109). 

Like Camille, Dinah also chooses a destiny quite different from that of the real 

George Sand by electing to return to the order of marriage and to the socially acceptable 

roles of mothering and running a household, presumably in place of her writing career.  

The narrator concludes with pleasure, “Ainsi, la Muse de Sancerre revenait tout 

bonnement à la Famille et au Mariage” (227).  Thus, the story of George Sand, who lived 

her adult life with an unusual amount of freedom outside the confines of marriage, is 

retold in these two novels where her fictional counterparts voluntarily abandon these 

professional and physical freedoms in order to return to the patriarchal structures of 

marriage and the Church.  The final images of both characters reflect quiet, domesticated, 

and in many ways defeated women which diverge markedly from the reality of the 

independent, productive and unapologetically androgynous existence of the real George 

Sand.  Balzac carefully controls each woman’s intellectual energy and contains her 

within patriarchal social structures.  Textual references to the mythical figures of Sand 

and Staël loom over the insignificant Dinah, emphasizing the improbability of her 

attaining the status of femme de génie.  Margaret Cohen claims that Balzac’s presentation 
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of Sand in La Muse du département makes her “the extraordinary exception that proves 

the rule of women’s literary inferiority and thus implicitly disproves the possibility of her 

own existence” (Cohen, 183). 

The two novels share a number of similarities in their presentation of the femme 

auteur of the July Monarchy including the lack of productivity of Camille and Dinah, the 

quick abandonment of their talents and professional aspirations, and their preference for 

romantic pursuits over writing.  All of these characteristics separate them from the 

evolving reality of the successful women authors of the time, a reality Balzac was 

working to disprove and discourage through the stories of Camille and Dinah. George 

Sand’s productivity could be matched only by Balzac, her dedication to writing lasted 

until her death, and she remained undeterred from literature by her love interests.  

Delphine de Girardin, another successful female author of the time, was also productive 

for several decades even in collaboration with her husband.  She valued her writing 

career as much as, if not more, than her marriage and social roles, and was able to be a 

wife, salonnière and author simultaneously.  Marie d’Agoult, who wrote under the pen 

name Daniel Stern, led an independent life after her divorce, traveling and writing 

successfully over a period of thirty years, although not as prolifically as Sand.  

There is also a progression of Balzac’s critique of the femme auteur, and more 

specifically of George Sand, from Béatrix in 1839 to La Muse du département in 1843.  

In Béatrix I have noted how George Sand serves as a distant and almost fictionalized role 

model for his Camille Maupin.  Her genius is extolled, but her reality is undermined.  In 

La Muse du département, Balzac brings George Sand down from the pedestal he placed 
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her on in Béatrix to criticize her role as the inspiration for hundreds of mediocre aspiring 

writers plaguing the literary world of France.  The point of perfection for female 

intellectuality moves further back in time from Sand of the 1830s to Staël at the turn of 

the century, distancing the role model from contemporary women writers. 

In these two novels we see how Balzac undermines this crucial act of writing by 

creating women writers who seldom write.  Camille’s writing comes off as almost 

imaginary since it all occurred before the events of the novel, and Dinah’s writing does 

little to bring herself “into existence” as an author because of its localized and tepid 

popularity.  Balzac essentially unwrites Sand by creating fictional characters in her 

likeness who either abandon writing or do not write well.  In divorcing the femme 

écrivain from writing, Balzac’s protagonists become simply femmes, suggesting the 

impossibility of any successful and lasting combination of two such polarized ideas: the 

femme and the écrivain. 

 

*** 

More Feminine Failures in Illusions perdues 

 

Finally, Balzac’s Illusions perdues (1837, 1839) is a useful text for fully 

understanding his interpretation and portrayal of the woman writer.  There are a number 

of writers in Illusions perdues serving as interesting points of comparison for Dinah and 

Camille, as well as Balzac and Sand.  Illusions perdues tells the story of a handsome and 

supposedly talented young writer from Angoulême, Lucien de Rubempré, who moves to 
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Paris in pursuit of literary fame only to be consistently rejected and disappointed.  Once 

in Paris, Lucien reveals himself to lack talent and dedication and to be completely 

“superficiel.”86  Although Lucien is initially introduced with great enthusiasm for his 

purportedly brilliant poetry, he repeatedly proves himself to have no talent as a poet.  

When he first reads his poem “A Elle” at Mme de Bargeton’s salon in Angoulême the 

audience is unimpressed, commenting, “C’est des vers comme nous en avons tous plus 

ou moins fait au sortir du collège” (115).  Lucien also explores prose by writing a piece 

of historical fiction L’Archer de Charles IX, but when another author named Daniel 

d’Arthez reads his work, he is disappointed and explains that it comes off as a poor 

imitation of Walter Scott, making Lucien appear to be “le singe de Walter Scott” (223). 

Balzac encompasses numerous manifestations of what Phalèse refers to as the 

growing “foule d’aspirants à la littérature” (Phalèse, 12) within the pages of Illusions 

perdues.  Aside from Lucien, there are a number of other aspiring writers in the novel, 

including his lover, Mme de Bargeton, a salonnière and femme supérieure, as well as his 

professional mentor, Daniel d’Arthez, who is “l’un des plus illustres écrivains de notre 

époque” (221), and Etienne Lousteau, the same journalist from La Muse du département 

who illustrates Balzac’s criticism that a journalist, “vend son talent et ses mots” (Phalèse, 

83).  Balzac’s own literary achievements and his unwavering dedication to the highest 

forms of writing are amplified through the various shortcomings of his protagonists.  

D’Arthez, who is in many ways similar to Balzac (most notably because of his relentless 

work ethic, his poor living conditions, and his brilliant writing), is the only character in 
                                                 
86 Phalèse, A La Recherche des Illusions Perdues, 86. 
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Illusions perdues with a successful literary career.  In studying how Balzac genders each 

of the writers in Illusions perdues along with Béatrix and La Muse du département we 

can discern a link between the rare success of an author and the gender that he or she 

performs. 

Just as Camille, and to a lesser extent Dinah, were masculinized, Lucien is 

repeatedly feminized.  After having analyzed the confusion that resulted from the 

constant movement of Camille Maupin’s name, it is interesting to compare the 

circumstances surrounding Lucien’s own name.  At the beginning of the novel, Lucien is 

known only as Lucien Chardon, until Mme de Bargeton lovingly convinces him to reject 

his father and rebirth himself in the aristocracy by taking his mother’s name, de 

Rubempré.  Although Lucien never formally agrees to this idea, Mme de Bargeton 

introduces him to everyone at her salon one evening as Lucien de Rubempré.  Thus, 

Lucien is renamed with a woman’s name by a woman without any say in the matter. 

This feminization of Lucien is also echoed in the first description of his striking 

beauty, “Son visage avait la distinction des lignes de la beauté antique…la blancheur 

veloutée des femmes,” with “une blonde chevelure naturellement bouclée,” and “le 

sourire des anges…des mains élégantes” (30).  He was “…mince et de taille moyenne.  A 

voir ses pieds, un homme aurait été d’autant plus tenté de le prendre pour une jeune fille 

déguisée, que semblable à la plupart des hommes fins, pour ne pas dire astucieux, il avait 

les hanches conformées comme celles d’une femme” (30).  References to Lucien as a 

“femme” or “féminine” are numerous, and his character is thus softened and 

demasculinized from the onset of the novel.  Lucien is a man with a feminized essence, 
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beauty and even name, just as Camille Maupin was a woman with a male profession, 

behaviors and pen name.  In fact, Lucien’s greatest shortcoming and the root of his 

failure as a writer in Paris is his counter-productive and excessive narcissism.  The 

typically feminine characteristics of passivity and attention to physical beauty and 

clothing distract him from nurturing the little talent he had in order to succeed as an 

author.  The woman in Lucien holds him back just as the man in Camille facilitated her 

remarkable success as a writer.  Balzac’s characters seem to suggest the inherent 

masculinity necessary for literary genius. 

Reinforcing this seemingly natural masculinity of genius are Balzac’s divergent 

portrayals of female-led versus male-led literary gatherings.  For the female-run salon, we 

have already studied Balzac’s unflattering illustrations and comments in Béatrix and La 

Muse du département.  Here again in Illusions perdues, Balzac suggests the emptiness of 

Mme de Bargeton’s salon by explaining how the attendees, all “grossiers” (93), make 

foolish remarks.  On the contrary, Le Cénacle, the exclusively male group of nine 

authors, philosophers, and intellectuals who gather nightly to discuss a variety of 

subjects, is presented with effusively complimentary descriptions.  The members all 

possess “intelligences presque divines” (231), and the narrator explains, “Le Cénacle 

couronna donc les douces soirées de causeries, de profondes méditations, de poésies, de 

confidences, des courses à pleines ailes dans les champs de l’intelligence, dans l’avenir 

des nations, dans les domaines de l’histoire…” (231).  The brilliance of the Cénacle 

members is comically juxtaposed to Lucien’s own naiveté.  When Daniel asks him if he 

is a Classicist or Romantic, he foolishly answers, “Which is better?,” emphasizing the 
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insurmountable distance between the feminine and provincial identity of Lucien and the 

great literary and philosophical male minds of Paris. 

Adding Lucien to our discussion of the femme de lettres as explored in Béatrix 

and La Muse du département helps illustrate the important role that gender played in 

Balzac’s conceptualization of genius.  While not shying away from the reality of the 

emerging femme écrivain in the works of his Comédie humaine, Balzac shaped her 

identity and destiny in ways that illustrate his disbelief in (and quite possibly his fear of) 

her enduring success.  The feminine and untalented character of Lucien further illustrates 

Balzac’s alignment of gender with genius.  Aside from d’Arthez, all of Balzac’s fictional 

writers studied here, both male and female, either abandon or fail in their quest for 

literary glory, and there appears to be a connection between the “feminine” side of each 

character and his or her failure.  Dinah’s downfall is her desire for material wealth and an 

enviable family life, Camille’s tender and broken heart distracts her from her writing, and 

Lucien’s narcissism derails his career.  All of these sources of weakness illustrate 

Battersby’s explanation that females were historically linked to the body, to feeling, and 

to emotion, and that because of this, their perceived ability to create art was hindered 

(Battersby, 45).  Conversely, d’Arthez, who is not only physically a male but also a 

masculine in terms of his gender performance, is successful in his writing career and 

remains undeterred from his mission to achieve literary greatness.  In the fictional 

universe of Balzac’s Comédie humaine, gender becomes paramount in the intellectual 

and professional potential of a character.  Just as Balzac’s fascination (even frustration) 

with George Sand’s androgynous existence surfaced in many of his letters to Mme 
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Hanska, it also comes up in his fiction where Camille Maupin is more intriguing for her 

performance of masculinity than for her genius.  Even in Illusions perdues, where 

Camille is a minor character, she is twice introduced as “cette illustre hermaphrodite.”  

What makes her illustrious is her gender-crossing behavior, not her writing.  Through his 

careful alignment of femininity and professional and even intellectual inferiority, Balzac 

uses several novels of his Comédie humaine to suggest that the seemingly anomalous 

appearance of female authors he was witnessing in the early days of the July Monarchy 

was inherently as unsustainable as it was “unnatural.”  In doing so, he undermines 

George Sand’s identity as a woman and an author, diminishing her strength of character, 

her unwavering productivity and her potential for continued greatness in parodic images 

of female and feminized failure. 
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Chapter Three: 
 

The Femme de Génie in the Works of Delphine Gay de Girardin   
 

 

Fig. 3.  Louis Hersent, Delphine Gay de Girardin, circa 1824 
 
 

Delphine Gay de Girardin was one of the most renowned femmes de lettres of the 

July Monarchy and a close friend of George Sand, Honoré de Balzac, Alphonse de 

Lamartine and Victor Hugo.  She was born in 1804, the same year as her better known 

literary consoeur George Sand.  Although posterity has never assigned her the level of 

fame that Sand achieved, she was in fact a prolific and esteemed writer and salonnière 

whom Imbert de Saint-Amand called “la Sévigné du dix-neuvième siècle.”87  Delphine de 

Girardin88 inherited a passion for the letters from her mother Sophie Gay, who was a 

                                                 
87 Saint-Amand, Madame de Girardin, 1. 
88 Although she signed all her correspondence “Delphine Gay de Girardin,” she is regularly referred to in 
modern criticism as “Mme de Girardin” or “Delphine de Girardin.”  Here, she will be called Delphine de 
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successful author and salonnière,89 and also indirectly from Mme de Staël.  Girardin was 

named for the heroine of Mme de Staël’s 1802 novel Delphine, a character whose name 

originally came from Girardin’s own godmother Delphine de Custine.90  Moreover, 

legend has it that Staël symbolically passed on a pen to the young Delphine Gay from her 

deathbed at the Gay residence in 1817.91   

Girardin spent much of her life fulfilling the literary destiny that her mother had 

outlined for her in selecting her symbolic name.  From a very young age, Girardin was 

educated and groomed by her mother, and along with Anatole, could be considered 

Sophie Gay’s chef d’oeuvre.  Throughout her long career, Girardin explored almost every 

literary genre, writing (in roughly chronological order) poetry, novels, a newspaper 

column and theatre.  This chapter will examine both the life of Delphine de Girardin as a 

femme de lettres and also the role of the recurrent figure of the femme de génie in her 

works.  By analyzing her presentation of the character we can better understand the 

complex ongoing dialogue about the femme de lettres among Mme de Staël, Stendhal, 

Balzac, Sand, the critics, and other authors.   

In her biography of Delphine Gay de Girardin, Madeleine Lassère observes, “La 

littérature c’était la vie de Mme de Girardin, sa chair, son sang” (201).  Girardin began 

writing poetry and performing at her mother’s prestigious salon when she was just a 

                                                                                                                                                 
Girardin or simply Girardin, a title usually reserved for her husband Emile de Girardin, but since he will be 
rarely mentioned in this paper, there should be no confusion. 
89 Sophie Gay wrote Anatole (1815), and Leonie de Montbreuse (1813) along with comedies and opera.  
She also hosted a prominent salon where the young Delphine Gay began reading her poetry. 
90 Wittmeier, “Delphine Gay, Madame de Girardin, the Vicomte de Launay.  A Unified Perspective on the 
July Monarchy,” 8. 
91 Lassère, Delphine de Girardin, journaliste et femme de lettres au temps du romantisme, 39. 
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teenager.  At the age of seventeen the young Delphine Gay entered a poetry contest 

hosted by the Académie Française and won an honorable mention (Lassère, 55-6), and by 

1824 her portrait, painted by Louis Hersent, was presented at the Salon des Artistes and 

now hangs at Versailles in the gallery “Gloires du XIX siècle” (Wittmeier, 14).  After 

initially earning fame with her poetry, Girardin then turned to prose, writing short stories, 

novels, and a long-running column for her husband’s newspaper La Presse, and 

eventually moved on to theatre up until her death in 1855.  In 1860 her works were 

compiled into a hearty Oeuvres Complètes consisting of six volumes and over 2,800 

pages with a preface by her friend and colleague Théophile Gautier.  In his 1888 

annotated compilation of Girardin’s correspondence, Imbert de Saint-Amand underscores 

her charm and the importance of her contributions to the nineteenth century.  Speaking 

initially of both Mme de Sévigné and Delphine de Girardin, Saint-Amand writes, 

Toutes deux ont été aimables, amusantes jusqu’à l’enivrement et la 
fascination.  Toutes deux ont représenté d’une manière admirable l’esprit et le 
mouvement des salons de leur époque.  Bonnes malgré leur penchant à la raillerie, 
sérieuses sous une apparence de frivolité, gaies à la surface, tristes dans les 
profondeurs de l’âme, éblouissantes de verve et d’entrain, parfois mélancoliques 
et attendries ; reines par le charme de l’imagination, par le prestige de 
l’intelligence, par l’art de causer et d’écrire, elles ont résumé, l’une et l’autre, les 
séductions de leur siècle.  Mme de Girardin attend un Walckenaër.  Cette femme 
belle, inspirée, dont la physionomie mobile refléta, comme un miroir magique, ce 
que l’enthousiasme a de plus sincère et l’ironie de plus acéré, celle qui fut tour à 
tour une Corinne et un journaliste, la Muse de la patrie, et la créatrice d’un genre 
nouveau, la chronique, cette charmante Delphine, si noblement émue, qui savait si 
bien rire, si bien sourire, si bien pleurer, dont le salon était comme un sanctuaire 
des lettres et des arts, qui avait à ses cotés, pour mieux dire à ses pieds, une 
pléiade d’artistes et d’écrivains de génie, cette aimable compagne du plus habile 
des publicistes contemporains, cette femme d’élite est digne assurément de laisser 
un profond souvenir.  (Saint-Amand, 3-4) 
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Even in such a warm presentation of Girardin, Saint-Amand fails to mention her novels 

and theatre, focusing instead on her beauty and wit, her renowned friends, her salon and 

her newspaper column.  By limiting her contributions to half of what she actually 

produced, publications such as this one actually inhibit her from leaving the “profond 

souvenir” Saint-Amand predicted.  Barbey d’Aurevilly, who, in spite of his misogyny 

actually preferred Mme de Girardin to perhaps any other female writer, also ignored 

much of her oeuvre in his description of her in Les Oeuvres et les Hommes.  Although he 

called her column a “chef d’oeuvre”92 and claimed that she was “bien loin du bleuisme” 

(OH, 77), he lamented the fact that she approached literature from time to time, noting, 

“Malheureusement elle y rentre parfois, - dans la littérature, - et c’est la seule critique 

qu’il y ait à faire de ces Lettres Parisiennes” (OH, 78).  Thus, in spite of their professed 

admiration for her, contemporary critics largely limited her legacy by recalling only her 

charming personality, her influential friendships, and her eloquent letters. 

Until ten years ago, Girardin was an almost completely forgotten figure of the 

nineteenth century.  This deliberate diminution of her oeuvre by critics, along with her 

gender, the heterogeneous nature of her works, and the fact that she died at what many of 

her contemporaries considered to be the peak of her literary production all thwarted her 

legacy.  Moreover, Balzac lamented the fact that Girardin never wrote a “grand roman”93 

to leave for posterity.  Lamartine also wished she would write “un grand livre de 

                                                 
92 Barbey d’Aurevilly, Les Oeuvres et les Hommes, V. Les Bas-Bleus, 73 (hereafter cited in text as OH). 
93 Giacchetti, “Delphine de Girardin, lectrice de Balzac,” 69. 
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philosophie humaine ou mondaine…”94  What would have made her works more 

“grand”?  Presumably Balzac and Lamartine wanted her to write “like a man,” using the 

forms and genres they had adopted, thinking philosophically and analytically, and 

abandoning more “feminine” styles and subjects.  With male authors and critics assigning 

intellectual value to types of writing, women such as Girardin were deemed peripheral 

contributors to the field and thus frequently omitted from the canon as it was established.  

Instead of trying to imitate the masculine Realist project, Girardin spent her life exploring 

her own voice that led her through a variety of genres and allowed her to develop a 

mosaic literary identity.  By not fitting neatly into one of the nineteenth-century literary 

categories of Realism, Romanticism, or even the sentimental social novel, she has been 

excluded altogether.  Much of her oeuvre is nearly impossible to find, even on the shelves 

of research university libraries, and the only one of her works to have been reprinted 

since the nineteenth century is her collection of newspaper columns for La Presse, 

compiled in 1986 under the title Lettres Parisiennes du Vicomte de Launay.  These 

columns are considered by most critics to be her chef d’oeuvre for a number of reasons: 

they illustrate her witty and unique writing style and they provide a vivid illustration of 

Paris in the 1830s and 40s.  

In spite of being a popular and highly prolific author, there is a limited body of 

critical research on the works and life of Delphine de Girardin, most of it written in the 

last ten years.  Three book-length works have rightfully reintroduced her as an important 

literary figure of the July Monarchy: Madeleine Lassère’s 2003 biography of Girardin, 
                                                 
94 Giacchetti, “Delphine de Girardin, lectrice de Balzac,” 70. 
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Claudine Giacchetti’s 2004 Delphine de Girardin, la muse de Juillet, and Whitney 

Walton’s book Eve’s Proud Descendants in 2000.  Additionally, the October 2006 

volume of Dix-Neuf was dedicated entirely to Delphine de Girardin, and there have been 

two doctoral dissertations written on Girardin since 2000.  A few scholars consider 

Girardin as an author of primary focus, including Cheryl Morgan, Claudine Giacchetti, 

Laura Colombo, and Joyce Carlton Johnston.  The majority of the critical work on 

Delphine de Girardin explores her newspaper column and to a lesser extent her poetry 

and novels, while her theatre remains largely unstudied.  In comparing this limited list of 

studies on Girardin with the innumerable articles, books, journals and conferences about 

Balzac or Sand, it is clear that she has been neglected in modern criticism and that we 

have much to learn about her. 

By incorporating Delphine de Girardin’s numerous portrayals of the femme de 

génie into our dialogue on the conceptualization of the femme de lettres, this chapter will 

fill in some obvious gaps.  After studying the fictional reincarnations of femmes de lettres 

in two male-authored works, we will now read from a woman’s perspective in Delphine 

de Girardin.  Brilliant female characters appear frequently in Girardin’s work from her 

early poetry in the 1830s through her final comedies of the 1850s, and they will be the 

focus of this chapter especially as they relate to Girardin’s own professional life and to 

that of her female contemporaries. 
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Girardin was often compared to Corinne because of her beauty, her talent, a 

coronation in Rome similar to Corinne’s,95 and of course the roots of her name stemming 

back to Staël’s Delphine.  This strong connection with Corinne and with Mme de Staël 

filters through to the inspired female protagonists throughout her oeuvre.  Delphine de 

Girardin creates a femme de génie in many of her works, including Napoline from her 

1834 narrative poem Napoline, Clarisse de Blandais from her 1836 novel La Canne de M. 

de Balzac, and Mathilde from her 1854 comedy La Joie fait peur.  This chapter will 

closely examine these femmes de génie while also considering Girardin’s discussions of 

women and their place in society in her column “Le Courrier de Paris,” written from 

1836 to 1848.  Although the question of the woman of genius was one she repeatedly 

visited in her works, it was never made the central focus of any of them.  Girardin’s 

oeuvre is largely feminocentric without being overtly feminist.  However, as Wittmeier 

suggests, the core of Girardin’s social messages are often to be found hidden behind the 

more superficial layer of plot and narration, and feminist ideas can be uncovered through 

parody or sarcasm even within seemingly conventional tales.  This chapter will explore 

the subtle and the overt, the serious and the ironic, the compliant and the defiant 

presentations of women of genius in works from all four genres practiced by Delphine de 

Girardin in order to further expand our understanding of the fictional representations of 

the femme de lettres throughout the first half of the nineteenth century. 

 

 
                                                 
95 In 1827 on a trip to Italy, Delphine de Girardin was honored and crowned at the Capitol in Rome. 
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*** 

Juxtapositions of Genius in La Canne de M. de Balzac 

“L’Auteur les a sacrifiées…mail il est resté avec cette conviction : Qu’une 
femme qui vit dans le monde ne doit pas écrire, puisqu’on ne lui permet de 
publier un livre qu’autant qu’il est parfaitement insignifiant. 

Heureusement celui-ci contient une lettre de M. de Chateaubriand, -- un 
billet de Béranger, -- des vers de Lamartine; --il a pour patron M. de Balzac: tout 
cela peut bien lui servir de pièces justificatives.”96 

 
Thus concludes the tongue-in-cheek preface to La Canne de M. de Balzac, a novel 

that, at first glance, seems to have little to do with the question of the woman writer.  La 

Canne tells the story of a young man, Tancrède Dorimont, whose otherworldly beauty is 

interfering with his ability to find work and pursue happiness.  He has the good fortune to 

meet Balzac at the opera one night and is fascinated by his huge walking cane.  Once 

Tancrède realizes that the cane makes Balzac invisible when held in his left hand, he begs 

Balzac to borrow it so that he can escape the constant judgments people make about him 

because of his striking beauty along with the many aggressive romantic pursuits.  Balzac 

agrees to lend him the cane for a few days, and Tancrède uses it both for financial gain 

and to conquer the heart of the charming Clarisse Blandais.  In the end, the cane is 

returned to its rightful owner so that Balzac can continue to peer into people’s lives and 

use what he observes for the content of his novels.  The title of the novel was reputedly 

chosen as a pretext to coax an angry Balzac into rejoining the Girardin salon and 

returning as a contributor to La Presse after an argument he had with Emile de Girardin 

(Lassère, 155-6).  Yet if Delphine de Girardin was purported to try and flatter the Realist 
                                                 
96 Girardin, La Canne de M. de Balzac, 138 (hereafter referred to in the text as La Canne). “les” refers to 
the chapters that the author suppressed at the suggestion of an unnamed person. 
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author’s ego by spotlighting him in her novel, it is Balzac’s cane rather than Balzac 

himself that plays a central role in this comic tale.  

Although this brief plot summary explains the story that unfolds within the pages 

of this récit excentrique, the richness and complexity of the narrative are found in the 

narrator’s tone, her use of symbolism, satire, and intertextuality, and the importance of 

secondary characters.  Although the plot, as outlined above, might seem to have nothing 

to do with the question of the femme de lettres, a close reading of the novel uncovers a 

work that deliberately addresses the topics of female genius and authorship from 

beginning to end.  True to her ironic style, the novel is a palimpsest of meaning, and a 

careful reading unearths some of these more hidden messages, making it a superb tool for 

understanding the aspirations, challenges and ideals of one of the great femmes de lettres 

of the July Monarchy. 

The preface to La Canne presents a humorous yet overtly critical message about 

the limitations on women writing and publishing.  Unlike the more sober and political 

prefaces of other contemporary female-authored works like Indiana (1832) and 

Pérégrinations d’une paria (1838) which also call readers’ attention to the struggles of 

women in society, this preface laments the challenges to female authorship with a light-

hearted humor.  Girardin does not call for social revolution, but instead presents readers 

with this droll conversation: 

Il y avait dans ce roman… 
--Mais ce n’est pas un roman. 
--Dans cet ouvrage… 
--Mais ce n’est pas un ouvrage. 
--Dans ce livre… 
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--C’est encore moins un livre. 
--Dans ces pages enfin… il y avait un chapitre assez piquant… 
 

The dialogue is concise and comical, void of long, pedantic sentences, socio-political 

messages, or the dramatic slavery imagery that is evoked by both Sand and Tristan in 

their prefaces, while still poignantly calling attention to the need for even accomplished 

women writers to justify their works as having literary merit.  Resorting to calling her 

novel “pages” highlights the hierarchy of literary forms as established by male authors 

and critics that left little room for the unique contributions of Girardin and other female 

authors.  Sadly her irony became a self-fulfilling prophecy as she left a legacy of “pages” 

instead of “romans” in the eyes of twentieth- and even twenty-first-century critics.  Even 

today, critics stumble over what to call La Canne: is it a novel, a novella, or a récit 

excentrique?  

After the preface, Girardin shifts from the frustrated voice of a female author to 

the more gender-neutral narrator of the comical story of the excessively beautiful and 

pitiable Tancrède Dorimont.  A few discussions of Balzac and his cane sprinkled 

throughout the novel raise the topic of authorship without making it the focus of the 

novel until the final quarter of La Canne when we meet a brilliant young woman, Clarisse 

Blandais, whose story directly relates back to the preface.  In chapter nineteen, entitled 

“Une Muse,” Girardin finally presents the reader with a character who reintroduces the 

subject of the female artist, intellectual, and even genius.  Clarisse is presented as a 

symbol of purity and beauty.  Even her name emphasizes her essence, with Clarisse 

pointing to clarity and Blandais evoking whiteness.  Readers first meet Clarisse at a 
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Parisian salon where she is described as being seventeen, beautiful, simple, and with a 

mother who is “raisonnable et philosophe” (238).  As if her age, beauty, talent and 

philosophical mother were not enough to suggest Clarisse’s reflection of the author 

herself, Girardin provides a direct comparison between Clarisse and herself as a young 

girl when Clarisse’s mother mentions, “mademoiselle G***, qui faisait des vers comme 

ma fille…” (238).  We also learn that Clarisse enjoys the support of Lamartine, just as 

Delphine Gay did as a young poet, and that Clarisse is also considered a “Corinne” (239). 

Although the author’s desire to make Clarisse an admirable character is clear, she 

does not use her as a vehicle for pursuing any sort of overtly feminist agenda.  Girardin 

maintains her ironic style by describing Clarisse as a talented poet, and then facetiously 

adds, “une muse de plus.  La soixantième je crois” (239).  This humor is what makes 

Girardin so enjoyable to read, but it also makes her message on the femme de lettres more 

obscure.  Is Clarisse just another fictional representation of the clichéd literary dixième 

muse, invented for the progression of Tancrède’s adventures?  Or is she a thoughtful and 

deliberate reflection of Delphine de Girardin herself whose story carries an underlying 

social message?  Clarisse appears to conveniently fill both roles, acting as both the love 

interest of the protagonist and also serving as a conduit for a cryptic discussion of the 

femme de génie.  According to Gilbert and Gubar, many female-authored nineteenth-

century texts are similarly palimpsestic in “simultaneously conforming to and subverting 
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patriarchal and literary standards,” and the real meaning behind such superficially 

conformist text must be unearthed.97 

Throughout the last chapters of the novel, Clarisse’s innocence and purity are 

repeatedly underscored by the author.  She lives on “rue de la Bienfaisance” and her 

bedroom is described as “ce mélange de simplicité bourgeoise et de distinction naturelle” 

with “un lit très-petit, très-jeune, si l’on peut dire ainsi, et voile de rideaux blancs…” 

(246).   Even the poem Clarisse recites when she first enters the novel is an illustration of 

her complete virtuousness.  It tells the story of Clarisse refusing a financially desirable 

marriage with a much older man so that she can await the arrival of her true love.  This 

exaggerated simplicity makes her character slightly flat, but it also serves as an effective 

disguise for a less innocent underlying trope.  This naïve young woman is actually a tool 

for a sophisticated author to illustrate the strengths of women of genius such as herself, 

and to juxtapose them with their male counterparts, and especially in this case, with 

Balzac. 

Although Girardin never makes the direct comparison, the almost heavenly purity 

of Clarisse’s genius is juxtaposed with Balzac’s artifice (his cane) and Tancrède’s 

dishonesty.  Whereas the source of Clarisse’s poetry is innate, Balzac’s “genius” lies in 

the plots and character sketches he steals from those objects of his voyeurism.  Whereas 

Clarisse is beautiful and pure, Balzac’s cane is “fort laide” (189).  Whereas Clarisse’s 

talent is described as otherworldly, the narrator explains that soon everyone will have a 

cane like Balzac, thus rendering it useless and uninteresting (189).  Clarisse is a poet 
                                                 
97 Gilbert and Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic, 72-3. 
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whose brilliance comes from within, in contrast with “savants” whose knowledge comes 

from science.  Her “talent involontaire” (244) is the sign of a true poet since “le véritable 

poëte est simple comme la vérité, il ne peut avoir de pédanterie; le pédantisme vit des 

prétentions, et les prétentions sont incompatibles avec un talent involontaire” (244).   

Moreover, Girardin uses both self-citation and intertextuality to call attention to a 

growing contemporary female literary network.  She begins with self-citation from the 

first pages of the novel by writing a long paragraph that sets up Tancrède’s mysterious 

personal struggle, teasing readers by not divulging what his trouble is until the very last 

sentence, “Ce malheur donc, c’est le malheur d’être beau” (139).  The following 

paragraph concludes in all capital letters: 

“LE BONHEUR D’ETRE BELLE.” “LE MALHEUR D’ETRE BEAU” (140). 

Here, Girardin is suggesting the titles of two of her own poems entitled “Le bonheur 

d’être belle” and “Le malheur d’être laide.” 

The novel also repeatedly uses intertextuality and allusion to reinforce the literary 

contributions of contemporary female authors.  When Clarisse needs to calm her mind 

before bed, she reaches for madame Valmore’s poem “L’Ange gardien” to copy (257), 

and later when she writes her own poem, “Mon Ange Gardien,” it is actually a poem by 

Elise Moreau.  The entire poem is cited within the text of La Canne, and its first line 

names Marceline Desbordes-Valmore. Clarisse is also compared to Corinne, our 

foundational femme de génie.  Thus, throughout the novel, Girardin weaves a network of 

female authors and geniuses, both fictive and real, who generate superior works of 

literature.  Without explicitly praising herself or these women, their talent shines and 
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their strength is enforced in numbers.  Balzac, the lone male author in La Canne, is 

absent and unproductive throughout the novel in contrast with this chorus of strong 

female voices: Mme de Staël, Corinne, Marceline Desbordes-Valmore, Elise Moreau, 

Clarisse Blandais, Mlle G***, and the narrator. 

In fact, Girardin writes quite critically about this fictive Balzac and his genius.  

She begins her discussion by explaining that the phallic cane is extremely ugly and 

unimpressive since within a year everyone will have one of them, making it 

commonplace and useless (189).  Once everyone gets a magic cane, “Cela serait une nuit 

universelle, sans intérêt” (189).  Girardin even claims that Balzac has abused the powers 

of his cane in observing people.  She concludes by saying, “voilà maintenant son talent 

expliqué” (189), as if to suggest that the skill of the famous Balzac can be reduced to a 

simple act of voyeurism facilitated by a big ugly stick, which of course will soon be 

available to everyone, making his works unexceptional.  People wonder how Balzac can 

paint such accurate and vivid pictures of places he has never been and people he has 

never met, and Girardin offers readers the simple explanation, “c’est au moyen de cette 

canne monstrueuse” (190).  As the story progresses, the line between the fictional and the 

real Balzac blurs, making her conclusion a disparaging one, “et M. de Balzac passé pour 

un homme de génie! O charlatanisme!  C’est la canne qu’il faut admirer, et non l’homme 

qui la possède; il n’a tout au plus qu’un mérite: La manière de s’en servir” (190).  In La 

Canne it is nearly impossible to read the character of Balzac as fictional, since his name, 

occupation, location, the titles of his works and his physical description all align with the 

real Balzac.  His “realness” makes Girardin’s discussion more pointedly critical than, for 
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example, Balzac’s portrayal of Camille Maupin, who was separated from the real George 

Sand by several layers of fiction, including her name, her location, and the titles of her 

works.  Whether this exposition is read as a light-hearted and playful fictional retelling of 

Balzac’s life or as a deliberately critical parody of the real Balzac, his talent is 

nonetheless impugned.  The image of Balzac, an already monumental figure of the 

nineteenth century, is reconstructed in a way that introduces doubt about the source and 

vigor of his literary genius as well as the literary value of his Realist project.  While 

Balzac is being undermined throughout La Canne, a number of female authors, including 

the young Delphine Gay, are being extolled. 

Throughout La Canne, Girardin plays with the ideas of visibility and invisibility, 

lightness and darkness, as well as voyeur and object.  Although women remained largely 

invisible in the public sphere of nineteenth-century France, existing behind their 

husbands and often even writing behind male pen names, the roles are reversed in La 

Canne.  Even though Clarisse is a secondary character who only appears towards the end 

of novel, she is highlighted, whereas Tancrède and Balzac fade into the background.  

Clarisse is a source of light in her blonde beauty, and she dominates the scenes in the 

final chapters of the work.  Once the female author is introduced, Tancrède becomes 

largely invisible and even mute while Clarisse shines, speaks, performs, and writes.  

Blazac, who in reality was a prolific and influential author, is effaced in the novel as 

Tancrède replaces him as the holder of the magic cane.  Indeed, the novel named for 

Balzac is not really about Balzac at all, but instead about the artifice of his cane.  Girardin 

uses the idea of the magic cane to play not only with Balzac’s own magical Peau de 
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Chagrin but also with the concept of voyeurism which commonly subjects women, both 

in reality and in literature, to the constitutive power of the male gaze.  Within La Canne, 

the traditional structure of powerful male voyeur and passive female object of the gaze is 

troubled.  Balzac, voyeur par excellence, is interrupted as he waits in an unproductive 

silence for his cane to be returned so that he can continue writing.  Tancrède, the novice 

voyeur, is so mesmerized by the beauty of Clarisse, that he spends most of the final 

chapters of the novel invisible, creeping into her bedroom at night and watching her 

recite poetry at salons.  There is both a reversal of the traditionally gendered roles of 

visible and invisible, and also an inversion of the power structure of seer and seen.  

Tancrède even becomes Clarisse’s muse at one point, reversing the typical relationship 

between female muse and male poet.  As she dreams about her invisible admirer, 

“Clarisse s’enflammait des sentiments les plus poétiques; malgré elle ses émotions se 

formulaient en vers harmonieux; ce souvenir de l’ange gardien qui présidait à ses beaux 

jours l’inspira…” (259).  Clarisse is the productive poet inspired by her evanescent angel 

Tancrède.   She is empowered and he is feminized and effaced.  Watching her write, 

Tancrède is mesmerized by her genius, and when he realizes he was the inspiration for 

her verse, “il lui pardonna d’avoir eu le talent de les faire” (259).   

The ways in which Clarisse and the fictionalized version of Balzac are inspired to 

write diverge significantly.  When Clarisse writes her poetry we learn that working 

(“travailler”) means “soulager son âme par l’expression naïve de ses sentiments” (259).  

Poetry for Clarisse is an act of translating the essence of human experiences into poetic 

verse.  Balzac, on the other hand, secretly observes people during their daily activities, 
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often invading the intimacy of their own homes, in order to copy what he sees onto paper 

and create novels based on his imitations of their experiences and characteristics.  In her 

article “Delphine de Girardin lectrice de Balzac,” Giacchetti claims that, “le regard 

balzacien se réduit à une série d’actes de voyeurisme.”98  Though Girardin never directly 

presents one writing style as superior to the other, she does make clear Clarisse’s more 

natural relationship with her art in comparison to Balzac’s genius, which is presented as 

resulting from an act of thievery. 

The continual disruptions in these gender dichotomies are subtle, and they do not 

inhibit the novel from reaching a socially acceptable conclusion with all the gender roles 

rightly assigned.  Tancrède wins the love and possession of his charming Clarisse, and he 

even forgives her for being a poet.  He eventually plays the role of dominant husband, 

while Clarisse voluntarily sacrifices the potential fame she could have earned from her 

poetry and submits herself to her marriage.  Balzac gets his cane back and returns to his 

position of power as the author of his next novel: Les Héritiers Boirouge.  Behind this 

conventional conclusion an attentive reader can discern the game Girardin has played 

with gender and power throughout the pages of the novel before neatly tying up all the 

loose ends. 

Both Margaret Waller and Claudine Giacchetti have compared La Canne with 

Balzac’s own Père Goriot, which was published one year earlier.  Giacchetti notes how 

divergent the conclusions of the two novels are, with Rastignac shouting to Paris, “A 

                                                 
98 Giacchetti, “Delphine de Girardin lectrice de Balzac,” in Lectrices.  La littérature au miroir des femmes, 
eds. Camus and Rétif, 66. 
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nous deux, maintenant!” in Père Goriot, and Clarisse and Tancrède abandoning Paris for 

the quiet anonymity of the countryside in La Canne.  Giacchetti calls this movement 

away from the urban epicenter a “rejet du Paris balzacien.”99  She also maintains that in 

leaving Paris and embracing matrimony, Clarisse will abandon her success and glory, but 

not necessarily her poetry.  Thus, not only is Clarisse written as an antithesis to Balzac, 

but the novel also ultimately rejects Balzac’s Realist vision. 

While it would be an exaggeration to conclude that Girardin wrote La Canne as a 

feminist tract, she did clearly use the novel as a means for validating her own talent and 

also that of other women authors.  She also spoke through La Canne to call into question 

the validity of the intellectual dominance of the male author through this realistic 

evocation of Balzac.  From the preface to the last page of the novel, readers are made 

aware of the question of female genius and the role of the female intellectual in a male-

dominated world.  Girardin presents the issue in a light-hearted manner, but behind her 

jovial voice lie many genuine questions and even deliberate subversions of masculine 

institutions, codes and values.  Hélène Cixous writes in “The Laugh of the Medusa,” that 

feminine writing “will always surpass the discourse that regulates the phallocentric 

system… It will be conceived of only by subjects who are breakers of automatisms, by 

peripheral figures that no authority can ever subjugate.”100  While Girardin’s text is far 

from the completely liberated feminine text Cixous calls for and writes herself, Girardin 

                                                 
99 Giacchetti, “Delphine de Girardin lectrice de Balzac,” in Lectrices.  La littérature au miroir des femmes, 
eds. Camus and Rétif, 69. 
100 Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” in Feminisms: an anthology of literary theory and criticism, eds. 
Warhol and Herndl, 353. 
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does manage to both create a narration that concludes within the parameters of the 

phallocentric discourse (a submissive and passive wife dedicating herself to the private 

realm of the household and abandoning the fame of writing and performing), and 

simultaneously subverts this same social order through many of the tactics discussed 

here. 

Finally, it is fruitful to compare Clarisse, who was presented as such a transparent 

reflection of the aspiring young Delphine Gay, to the eventually successful author 

Delphine Gay de Girardin.  Whereas Clarisse abandons the pursuit of literary fame to 

embrace marriage and a quiet provincial domestic existence, her creator does almost 

exactly the opposite.  Girardin embraces the energy of Paris and is described by Lassère 

as being “Paris, Paris et encore Paris” (Lassère, 187).  She uses her marriage as a means 

of furthering her literary career through her column in her husband’s newspaper.  

Girardin graduates from the same beautiful but evanescent orality of salon performances 

as Clarisse to writing and publishing novels, plays and a newspaper column.  Like Mme 

de Staël and her Corinne, the author’s literary accomplishments far surpass those of her 

fictional female genius.  Corinne and Clarisse both eventually choose the self-effacement 

of a life ruled by love for a man over the pursuit of their unusual talents, yet their authors 

continue writing and exploring outlets for their intellectual vitality until their deaths. 
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*** 

Silencing the Femme de Génie in Napoline and La joie fait peur 

 
Girardin’s oeuvre is overflowing with strong and brilliant female characters, and 

in addition to La Canne’s Clarisse, this chapter will examine two more of Girardin’s 

femmes d’esprit: Napoline, the erudite, and Mathilde, the painter.  Girardin’s 1834 

narrative poem Napoline represents both the culmination of her Romantic and poetic 

period of work as well as a transition into the more ironic and witty Delphine de Girardin 

of the 1830s and 40s.  The work, which has been called a narrative poem and a novella in 

verse, is, like much of Girardin’s work, difficult to classify. 

In Napoline, the young heroine is introduced in the first stanza as a “femme de 

génie, et femme comme il faut.”101  She is described as “exalté,” “moqueuse,” “coquette,” 

“impérieuse,” “rieuse,” and “gaie” (139).  Napoline “cherchait la gloire” (141) much like 

her models Corinne and Girardin.  Although the poem begins by praising the genius of 

Napoline, the plot concerns itself not with her own intellectual or artistic development, 

but with her tragic-romantic love for the worthless Alfred Narcet.  As the poem 

progresses, Napoline learns that Alfred is pursuing other wealthier women and she 

eventually kills herself from a broken heart.  Girardin calls this tragic poem an allegory, 

where Napoline represents the death of Genius and also recalls Corinne, fallen at the foot 

of the Capitol (134).  Her story is that of “une grande pensée – avortée en sophisme” 

(186).  This frustrated insistence on the impossibility of female genius in the face of love, 
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which stems back to the 1807 Corinne, is omnipresent in Girardin’s work.  Here, instead 

of accepting her assigned role in a society where fortune and social rank outweigh beauty 

and intelligence, Napoline surrenders to death. 

The poem is followed by a long letter in prose from Napoline to her friend 

Delphine, whom Napoline begs, “Chante donc ma mort… Allons, poëte, à l’ouvrage!” 

(199).  In this emotionally charged letter Napoline expresses her frustration with a world 

unwelcoming to her intellectual gifts and with the men who are uninterested in the 

essence of the woman they choose to marry.  She presents her position as an educated 

woman of little wealth as being an impossible place from which to find fulfillment and 

happiness in modern French society.  In fact, she contends, women must be exactly the 

opposite: wealthy and mindless.  “Eh bien, les hommes traitent avec la même méfiance 

les femmes qui savant réfléchir: ‘Elles finissent toujours par nous juger,’ se dissent-ils” 

(193), laments Napoline.  This impossibility of marital bliss for an independent 

intellectual woman is a recurrent theme in Girardin’s works, where the female 

protagonist frequently abandons her genius in order to enjoy true love and is never able to 

combine the two passions in her life.  Because Napoline will never realize happiness 

intellectually or amorously, she abandons life altogether and calls her death her only true 

adventure.  Her letter continues, 

Les femmes supérieures de caractère, à l’âme élevée, à l’esprit net et pur, 
ressemblent à ces fleurs dont le parfum est si enivrant, que les cerveaux faibles ne 
peuvent le supporter; ainsi, pour plaire aux hommes, il faut des esprits terre à 
terre, des fleurs menteuses et insignifiantes, aux couleurs vives, à l’odeur fade… 
(193) 
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This metaphor of the strongly scented flower suggests the struggles of women writers of 

Girardin’s generation in producing work that is palatable to an audience unreceptive to 

change and to the strong female voice.  The frustration of Napoline (and the narrator) 

voiced in this quote reflects what Gilbert and Gubar describe as women writers’ tendency 

to create characters who act out “covert authorial anger” in the face of “the deep-rooted 

evils of patriarchy” (Gilbert and Gubar, 77).  Although their stories are often largely 

conformist, female authors express their resentment in a variety of manners within their 

texts, some overt like this one and others more hidden. 

As in La Canne, the female genius is juxtaposed with a male intellectual figure of 

authority.  For Napoline, that is her uncle and tutor, M. de Beaucastel.  He is described as 

“Un quasi-philosophe à petites idées” (146) who does not understand Hugo or Lamartine.  

He is “bavard” (152), and his lessons stifle Napoline’s creativity and curiosity.  By 

calling M. de Beaucastel “bavard” and noting his small-mindedness, Girardin carefully 

inverts the typical contrast between the authoritative male and the senseless dixième muse 

or bas-bleu.  In fact, the characters of Napoline, M. de Beaucastel and Alfred have a 

number of parallels with Clarisse, Balzac and Tancrède from La Canne.  In both works, 

Girardin undermines the intellect of the male figure of authority, praises the genius of the 

woman, and reveals the manipulative behavior of the lover.   

In her post-script letter to Delphine, Napoline illustrates the challenges she faces 

as a woman in modern French society.  She tells Delphine about the day she learned that 

she was in fact the illegitimate child of Napoléon.  On that day as she was walking in the 

streets of Paris, she heard people shouting, “Vive Napéolon II!” and was overcome with 
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emotion and energy, yearning to both divulge and embrace her genealogy.  She writes, 

“j’allais agir…” (196, emphasis mine), but her action is thwarted when M. de Beaucastel 

enters her room, “Vous êtes folle, s’écria mon oncle; cette joie est du plus mauvais 

goût… Dans votre position, vous devriez vous taire: vous êtes folle!” (196, emphasis 

mine).  The symbolic weight of this interaction is significant, with Napoline on the verge 

of action and the male tutor silencing her.  The struggle between action/inaction and 

voice/silence, two of the highly gendered dichotomies Cixous explores, is played out with 

a frustrating and conventional conclusion as Napoline eventually embraces the ultimate 

silence and stillness of death.  From Girardin’s perspective, French society of the 1830s is 

as unwelcoming to the strong female voice as it was for Staël’s Corinne in 1807. 

The connections between Girardin, her female protagonist and Corinne remain 

strong in Napoline as they do throughout much of her oeuvre.102  Napoline is Corinne is 

Delphine de Girardin, just as Clarisse was Corinne and Delphine.  Napoline’s unreturned 

love for Alfred directly parallels Corinne’s impossible love for Oswald, and the self-

willed deaths of both women resulting from broken hearts are strikingly similar.  Thus, in 

1834, the impossibility of female genius still lingers, and Napoline is still trapped by 

what Cheryl Morgan refers to as “the limiting Corinne legacy.”103  This frustration with 

the social obstacles to women publicly exhibiting genius felt by writers like Staël and 

Girardin manifests itself through their works of fiction.  Gautier claimed that Napoline 

was “une personnification de Mme de Girardin transposée dans des événements 
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imaginaires, mais très exacte et très fidèle” (Lassère, 140).  As noted in the introduction 

to this study, Corinne has been similarly called a fantasized and exaggerated version of 

Mme de Staël by numerous scholars. 

In Girardin’s 1854 comedy La joie fait peur, the beautiful young Mathilde plays a 

similar role as Clarisse and Napoline.  She is a renowned painter “au premier rang parmi 

nos plus fameux artistes,”104 yet the play largely ignores her talents in order to focus on 

her tormented love story.  Her lover Adrien is presumed dead at sea and Mathilde is so 

heartbroken that she can no longer create the “chefs-d’oeuvre” (4) that she produced 

before his disappearance.  All that she can do is cry and longingly stare at a blank canvas 

upon which she would like to paint his portrait, but she cannot recall his face.  Mathilde 

hardly speaks in the play, and her primary occupation is mourning.  Once Adrien 

unexpectedly returns to her alive, Mathilde’s life is made whole again and a smile returns 

to her face, color to her cheeks and beauty to her appearance.  Their reunion foreshadows 

a blissful marriage, and her artistic calling seems to have been forgotten.  In this story of 

female genius, written twenty years after Napoline and nearly half a century after 

Corinne, Mathilde’s artistic talent is subordinated to her love interest as it was with both 

Clarisse and Napoline, and her destiny develops independently of her art.  Even in 1854, 

Girardin’s works continue to suggest and even insist upon the possibility of female 

genius, but her protagonists are unable to incorporate genius into their gendered roles in 

society. 
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Girardin’s own life was markedly different from the stories she tells of these 

young femmes d’esprit, since her literary productivity and fame only increased after her 

marriage.  She matured from the oral and relatively private fame of her teenaged salon 

performances to a very public intellectual figure through newsprint, novels and theatre by 

her mid-thirties.  Her passion for writing lasted until her death, and it proved to be the 

true love of her life.  Why, then, did Delphine de Girardin write these fictional female 

geniuses, only to silence their talent in the face of love?  Claudine Giacchetti blames the 

misogyny of men like Barbey d’Aurevilly who wrote disparagingly about bas-bleuisme 

and grouped all women writers under this umbrella for “l’attitude défensive et craintive, 

la modestie excessive des femmes écrivains de la première moitié du dix-neuvième 

siècle, leur apparent manque d’ambition, parfois même leurs conduites d’échec.”105  In 

spite of the disappointingly conventional endings to each of their stories and their 

apparent abandonment of their artistic and intellectual pursuits, Girardin does accomplish 

a number of things simply by creating these characters.  The mere presentation of her 

numerous fictional femmes d’esprit serves as a counterpoint to the dominant and 

derogatory image of the bas-bleu by showcasing admirable women of pure and almost 

otherworldly genius who prove themselves far superior to the bas-bleu, as presumably 

Girardin viewed herself and a few of her predecessors and contemporaries.  The 

construction of each of the characters of Napoline, Clarisse and Mathilde defies the 

reductive critiques of bas-bleuisme, suggesting that some cases of female artistic 

                                                 
105 Giacchetti, “L’Art du renoncement à l’art: création littéraire et stratégies d’écriture dans l’œuvre de 
Delphine de Girardin,” in Création au féminin : Littérature, ed. Camus, 128. 
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production are to be cherished and appreciated, instead of being unanimously labeled 

pretentious and meaningless bas-bleu chatter.  Girardin creates fictional women who do 

not simply think themselves genius, but who are in fact viewed by society as brilliant in 

their field.  Each work adds another fictional image of a woman pure in her genius and 

juxtaposes her with male figures who are routinely undermined by either character or 

intellectual flaws. 

*** 

Exceptional Women in Le Courrier de Paris 

 

The work for which Delphine de Girardin is best known is her weekly column in 

her husband’s newspaper, La Presse, appearing under the pen name Le Vicomte de 

Launay from 1836 to 1848.  It is the only of her works to be reprinted in the last century 

and certainly her most appreciated literary contribution.  Her column served as a 

“chronique du monde à la mode,”106 in which Delphine de Girardin took on the normally 

masculine role of observer and storyteller.  Giacchetti claims that Girardin was the most 

famous female journalist of her time, 107 and even Barbey d’Aurevilly called her column a 

“chef-d’oeuvre” and predicted it would become famous (OH, 72-73).  In her Courrier de 

Paris, Girardin addressed a wide range of subjects, from fashion to politics to social 

happenings to literature, and it is a marvelous illustration of Girardin’s sharp wit, ironic 

tone, and fluid and hybrid style of writing.  The very first sentence of the column’s first 

                                                 
106 Martin-Fugier, “Préface” in Lettres Parisiennes du Vicomte du Launay, VI. 
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letter in September of 1836 illustrates both the author’s style and the heterogeneity of the 

subject matter for the years to come: 

Il n’est rien arrivé de bien extraordinaire cette semaine : une révolution en 
Portugal, une apparition de république en Espagne, une nomination de ministres à 
Paris, une baisse considérable à la Bourse, un ballet nouveau à l’Opéra, et deux 
capotes de satin blanc aux Tuileries.108 
 
Any and all subjects, from serious (the Portuguese revolution) to ridiculous (the 

two white coats) were discussed, always from a fresh perspective and with a light 

satirical bite.  The writing was fluid and amusing, and the content often unexpected.  

Although the column was not meant to be an exploration of the subject of the femme de 

lettres, because of its diversity, the subject naturally surfaced in a number of entries.  An 

analysis of those letters where Girardin loquaciously discusses the subject of women, 

whether writers or not, will further illustrate Delphine de Girardin’s role in writing the 

femme de lettres. 

On March 23, 1844, Girardin composes a lengthy letter in which the 

feminocentric subject matter is outlined as: 

Les femmes à l’Académie. – Pourquoi pas?  Parce que les Françaises ont 
plus d’esprit que les Français. – La loi salique. – Son origine. – On ne fait des lois 
contre les loups que dans les pays où il y a des loups. – On ne fait des lois contre 
l’ambition des femmes que dans les pays où l’ambition est la passion des femmes. 
(II, 204) 
 

Her entire discussion (12 pages) of the place of women in French society is ironic and 

unconventional.  She turns all the usual arguments for or against sexual equality upside 

down and revisits the subject from a unique and often humorous angle.  The letter 
                                                 
108 Girardin, Lettres Parisiennes du Vicomte de Launay, Tomé I, 9 (hereafter cited in text by volume as I or 
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explains that through women’s inferior standing in society they are able to successfully 

manipulate the men in power and thus gain a certain amount of control both in spite of 

and through their subordination.  She explains that “comme elles étaient bien soumises, 

on les a laissées régner” (II, 215).  From a position of cooperative inferiority women are 

not suspected of manipulation and they can reign quietly.  For this reason she calls for 

women to quiet down and accept their social standing as the second sex.  In demanding 

the rights and privileges of men, women almost lost their feminine influence over them.  

This strange perspective is simultaneously conformist and counter-discursive, and it 

reflects the way Girardin wrote her fictional femmes de génie who were overtly 

traditional and quietly feminist. 

In the same letter Girardin also praises the superiority of the female mind.  She 

bluntly proclaims, “une Française a plus d’esprit qu’un Français” (II, 206).  Among 

brilliant French women, however, there exists a sub-category of women who think 

themselves bright, but whom Girardin deems unworthy: the bas-bleus: “Car en France, 

excepté les bas-bleus, toutes les femmes ont de l’esprit” (II, 209).  Since Girardin was 

herself called a bas-bleu, the term is a problematic one for her, and one she needed to 

define and prove her exception to.  The bas-bleu, described by Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly 

as, “des jalouses du génie des hommes” (OH, XI), who “se sont multipliés d’une manière 

si prodigieuse” (OH, XII), quickly became a despised figure of the mid-nineteenth 

century.  As women began to write and publish, the immediate reaction of the defensive 

male literary elite was one of outrage.  The term bas-bleu was adopted in France from the 

English term “blue stocking,” referring to aspiring female intellectuals.  The designation, 
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however, quickly acquired a negative connotation as bas-blues were often 

antagonistically portrayed as women who had abandoned caring for their feminine 

appearance in their unnatural pursuit of knowledge.  Aurevilly continues, “Le bas-bleu, 

c’est la femme littéraire.  C’est la femme qui fait métier et marchandise de littérature.  

C’est la femme qui se croit cerveau d’homme et demande sa part dans la publicité et dans 

la gloire” (OH, XII).  According to this definition, any woman attempting to publish 

would be considered a bas-bleu, so convincing a judgmental public that she was 

something greater than a bas-bleu became the job of the woman writer.  By appropriating 

and denigrating the term bas-bleu in her own work, Girardin suggests that she was not 

one. 

As she continues in her discussion of the superiority of women, Girardin uses 

humor and exaggeration as tools for softening what would otherwise have been a 

controversial and ultimately impossible discussion of sexual inequality: 

Rien n’est plus rare en France qu’une femme tout à fait sotte.  Depuis 
quinze ans et plus que nous allons dans le monde en observateur, étudiant malgré 
nous, comme types, comme modèles, comme exceptions, comme preuves, les 
individus qui vivent sous nos yeux, nous n’avons encore rencontré qu’une seule 
femme complètement bête, d’une bêtise stupide, anatide…Mais il faut être juste 
et tout dire, cette femme a un frère qui est plus bête qu’elle. (II, 211) 

 
Without her characteristic wit, Girardin would not have been able to present such extreme 

counter-discursive ideas.  Whereas La Presse would have resisted printing a serious essay 

on the intellectual superiority of women, and at least half of her audience would have 

been entirely unreceptive to reading it, her use of humor and hyperbole make this 

exploration of female intelligence not only palatable but enjoyable for a diverse audience. 



 138

In addition to the bas-bleus, Girardin goes on to criticize another bothersome 

group of women: the femmes littéraires.  The femmes littéraires are women who interpret 

the philosophies, characteristics and desires of fictional characters as models for shaping 

their own lives (II, 460).  On April 4, 1847, she writes critically about these “femmes 

faites avec des livres” (II, 460), denouncing those who see reality through a lens of 

fiction and base their own decisions (like whom to marry and how to practice religion) on 

the books they have read.  Her description of these femmes littéraires points directly back 

to Stendhal’s Mathilde and ahead to Flaubert’s Emma Bovary.  Girardin explains, “Les 

femmes littéraires, en disant: ‘Je vous aime,’ pensent toujours à un auteur en vogue.  Ce 

tiers de lettres est toujours là entre la femme adorée et vous” (II, 461).  Clearly, Girardin 

does not see herself as a femme littéraire or a bas-bleu, and she is careful throughout Le 

Courrier to construct these classifications as being entirely separate from her own 

existence.  She uses terms coined in misogyny, clarifies her own interpretations of them, 

and carefully excludes herself from their definitions.  For Aurevilly, a bas-bleu meant 

any woman who wrote and published (and this of course included not only Girardin, but 

also George Sand, Mme de Staël, and others), but for Girardin, a bas-bleu did those 

things poorly.  For Girardin, the female artist and genius is not to be confused with a 

foolish girl whose reading blurs her vision in life nor with a bas-bleu who lacks true 

talent. 

By criticizing and separating herself from a long list of annoying women 

including not only the bas-bleus, and femmes littéraires, but also socialists and feminists, 

Delphine de Girardin is able to align herself with the male literary majority and exclude 
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herself and other women she admires such as George Sand and Mme de Staël from this 

threatening onslaught of vexing women.  In her column she claims that French women 

are in many ways naturally superior to their male counterparts, and those who 

successfully cultivate their inherent artistic and intellectual talents are praiseworthy. 

In concluding her letter about women from March 23, 1844, Girardin revisits a 

theme that she discussed in La Canne, that of female versus male artistic production.  

Here she states, 

Quant aux femmes célèbres, elles vous diront qu’elles ne rêvent nullement 
les dignités académiques ; l’art pour elles n’est pas une profession, mais une 
religion ; leur talent n’est pas un trésor qu’elles exploitent, comme les hommes, 
par intérêt et par orgueil, c’est un don du ciel qu’elles cultivent avec amour et 
respect. (II, 216) 

 
Again, Girardin maintains that, like Clarisse, women create art from within, naturally, 

and without exploiting others.  This organic means of female creativity contrasts with the 

exploitative nature of masculine artistic production and brings us back to Hélène Cixous’ 

ideas that feminine writing comes from the body.  Cixous speaks of “this emancipation of 

the marvelous text of her self that she must urgently learn to speak.”109  One hundred and 

thirty years prior to Cixous’ revolutionary thoughts on feminine writing, Girardin sensed 

and verbalized similar ideas.   

 Among those exceptional women whom Girardin considers superior to the bas-

bleus and the femmes littéraires we find George Sand.  In her letter from March 8, 1837, 

Girardin calls Indiana “un chef-d’oeuvre” (II, 94), and praises Sand’s work as poetic, 
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harmonious and brilliant.  Unable to defeat the ever-present derogatory image of the bas-

bleu, Girardin chose to illustrate counterpoints to it and to provide proof of the existence 

of female genius.  Not only in La Presse, but throughout her oeuvre, Girardin suggests 

that all women who write are not bas-bleus and highlights examples of brilliant women, 

both contemporary and historical, actual and fictional. 

 It is important to note that these feminocentric discussions were actually quite rare 

in her column.  During the twelve years it ran in La Presse, only a handful of her letters 

specifically addressed the questions of women writing, publishing, and working.  While 

the analysis of this chapter is focused on the entries about women, women’s issues were 

certainly not the centerpiece of Delphine de Girardin’s, or rather the Vicomte de 

Launay’s, weekly dialogue.  The column was a multi-themed exploration of Parisian life, 

and it was above all a showcase for Delphine de Girardin’s refreshing style of writing.  In 

becoming the Vicomte de Launay each time she sat down to pen her column, Delphine de 

Girardin was able to free herself from the duties, defenses, and pleas of a female author 

trying to prove her worth, and instead write with some of the freedoms of a male author.  

There was no need to write insistently about female genius, instead she could embody 

that genius. 

Whereas she began La Canne frustrated that “une femme qui vit dans le monde ne 

doit pas écrire, puisqu’on ne lui permet de publier un livre qu’autant qu’il est 

parfaitement insignifiant…,” in her Courrier the Vicomte was free to skip such 

complaints.  Although her identity as the real author behind the Vicomte de Launay was 

discovered not long after the column was introduced, Girardin continued to embrace the 
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masculine side of her hybrid identity as a voyeur and storyteller.  In her entry dated 

March 12, 1840, she discusses the definition and evolving identity of “la femme” with the 

distance and authority of a male.  She speaks of women and their transition over time as 

though she were not one of them. 

Qu’est-ce qu’une véritable femme? C’est un être faible, ignorant, craintif 
et paresseux…; c’est un être mystérieux, qui se pare des contrastes les plus 
charmants; …car la femme vraie est à la fois bonne comme une sainte et 
méchante come une déesse… qui pleure de joie et qui rit de colère… que le 
malheur rend sage, que les contrariétés exaltent jusqu’à la folie… (I, 625)   
 

She then goes on to explain that woman, as described above, no longer exists.  She has 

had to metamorphose over time into a worker and a head of household.  Men have since 

adopted all of her vices and she has taken on all the virtues of a man.   

Naïve ignorance, imprévoyance aimable, paresse adorable, enfantine 
coquetterie, vous étiez jadis la grâce des femmes ; vous êtes la force des hommes 
aujourd’hui. 

Courage, raison, patience, intelligent activité, vous étiez jadis les vertus 
des hommes ; vous êtes les défauts des femmes aujourd’hui. (I, 626) 

 
All that remains are reasonable, honest, hard-working, and good women.  As men spend 

their days in leisure, reading the paper, strolling in the streets, and frequenting bars and 

cafés, women have had to take on many of the formerly masculine roles.  As with most of 

her Courrier, there is both an element of jest and of truth in her description of the modern 

woman.  Girardin, of course, represents the truth of her argument, since she is one of 

these new women, writing for a national newspaper and earning a salary of 6,000 FF.110  

She has proudly taken on both a male name and profession even if her letter presents the 
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evolution as a tragedy for women who would much rather return to the days of leisure 

and the pursuit of beauty. 

The dichotomy between Girardin’s fictional femmes de lettres and her discussion 

of women in her Courrier de Paris is striking.  Through literature she presents women 

who are reincarnations of Corinne and who quietly accept artistic silence and anonymity 

in the face of love.  However, the women she describes in her newspaper column are 

more dynamic, confident and unconventional.  Even those Girardin criticizes like the bas-

bleu and the femme littéraire are if nothing else active in pursuing a life outside the 

confines of domesticity.  The difference between the two can likely be attributed to the 

form and the author of each genre.  With the Courrier, Girardin was doubly free to 

explore a variety of themes, speak her feminine truths, and innovate stylistically.  She 

was both writing with the freedom of a male through her pen name the Vicomte de 

Launay and also exploring an entirely new genre, undefined by generations of male 

predecessors.   

Studying someone who wrote about the femme de genie both as a woman and 

from behind the mask of a male pen name helps to bridge the gap between Mme de Staël 

and George Sand in this continuum of nineteenth-century female authors exploring the 

quandary of their own evolving identity through fiction.  In his discussion of Delphine de 

Girardin, Armand de Pontmartin calls her “un ensemble merveilleux, éblouissant, qui fait 

songer à la vraie Corinne.”111  The circularity of this reference is fitting for this 

investigation as we come to the end of the 1840s and are still reaching back to Corinne 
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with each brilliant female author.  Comparing Girardin to Corinne is both complimentary 

and problematic, for in spite of Girardin’s brilliance she is still trapped in the Corinne 

destiny, wherein woman can create with genius, but she will pass without leaving a 

concrete trace of her talent.  If Pontmartin had compared her to Mme de Stäel instead of 

Corinne, he might have foretold a more enduring legacy for Delphine de Girardin, one 

that would have included her in the nineteenth-century canon. 

Girardin’s writing frequently embodies what Hélène Cixous terms l’écriture 

féminine, in which a woman begins to tap into her body and create art by escaping the 

syntactical and literary structures imposed on her by men.  Moreover, her fictional 

femmes de lettres are also consistently presented as women who created from within, 

ignoring at least partially, the codes and structures of their fields.  Additionally, 

Girardin’s fictional femmes de génie maintained their femininity in spite of their genius.  

They embodied a feminine ideal physically, while enjoying a more masculine freedom to 

create artistically (if only temporarily), in a significant divergence from Balzac’s 

portrayal of the masculine Camille Maupin.  Just as Mme de Staël had done with 

Corinne, Girardin suggests through her female characters that genius can be embodied by 

a woman.  Nonetheless, none of Girardin’s fictional femmes de génie come close to 

creating the legacy that she did.  

In conclusion, Delphine de Girardin’s diverse and voluminous oeuvre leaves us 

with a library of images of the anti-bas-bleu.  In her fiction she writes an array of worthy, 

brilliant women, all beautiful and feminine in spite of their genius.  Although their 

destinies are conventional, ranging from romantic death to bourgeois marital bliss, their 
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intellectual capacities are nonetheless glorified.  By staying within acceptable social 

codes in her fiction, Girardin avoids alienating herself from readers.  Her newspaper 

column conversely allows her to explore the evolving identity of the reality of French 

women and to posit alternatives to the overly caricatured bas-bleu.  She sets the 

Daumier/d’Aurevilly image of bas-bleuisme aside, validates it, clarifies its definition, and 

then provides a spectrum of examples of superior female intellectual productivity.  

Instead of combating the term bas-bleu as an unfair and misogynistic misrepresentation 

of the female writer, she accepts it as a true reflection of a certain group of women, and 

then provides examples of women outside that group.  Throughout her oeuvre, from 

poetry to prose to theatre, and from prefaces to newspaper columns, Girardin quietly 

emphasizes the topic of the femme de génie, successfully illustrating the possibilities of 

her artistic contributions and side-stepping the trap of bas-bleuisme. 
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Chapter Four: 

Constructing the Persona of George Sand 

 

    Fig. 4.  Félix Nadar, Photograph of George Sand, 1864 
 

George Sand was the most important female author of the nineteenth century and 

the one upon whom many of the bas-bleu caricatures and several of the fictional 

characters analyzed here were based.  As she poses for this famous photograph by Félix 

Nadar, thoughtful, formidable, and neither overly feminine nor masculine, she reflects 

her monumental and unlikely accomplishment of having written and published over one 

hundred works, including novels, travelogue, theatre and a multi-volume autobiography 

over a period of forty years.  Sand enjoyed widespread popularity and constant editorial 

interest from her first novel until her last.  Although she surprisingly never introduced a 
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fictional femme de lettres as a character in one of her many novels, a discussion of the 

subject without including George Sand would leave this study woefully incomplete.  In 

spite of not having written a fictional character who was a writer, the author did 

nonetheless create one such persona: herself as George Sand.  George Sand was the 

pseudonym she adopted when publishing her first novel Indiana in 1832, but over the 

years the designation became far more than a pen name for her as it allowed the young 

woman formerly known as Aurore Dupin Dudevant to become a new creation.  Unlike 

many female authors with a male pen name, Aurore did not simply print the name George 

Sand on the covers of her works; she gradually became that name, so much so that her 

offspring, Solange and Maurice, eventually also became Sands rather than Dudevants.  

The manner in which she completely embraced her forged authorial identity is revealing, 

especially given the social and sexual biases of the time.  A simple choice, and as Sand 

tells the story, a haphazard selection of name intended to preserve some anonymity and 

conceal Aurore’s sex, became for Aurore the signifier for the unique and androgynous 

identity she had seemingly harbored since early childhood and under which she could 

finally and perpetually be her true self.  Whereas Aurore Dudevant had felt trapped and 

incomplete in her role as the wife of Casimir Dudevant, George Sand was free to live an 

alternate and unconventional existence.  This chapter will explore how Sand reconstructs 

her development into an author and the way she represents her hybrid identity through 

her multi-volumed autobiography, Histoire de ma vie, as well as through some of her 

other autobiographical works such as her Lettres d’un voyageur and Un Hiver à 

Majorque.  The way in which she describes her rebirth as “George Sand” and also 
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unearths some of her earliest memories indicating her innate artistic and intellectual 

capabilities reinforces the gendered division that emerged between Staël and Girardin on 

the one side and Stendhal and Balzac on the other concerning the (un)naturalness of the 

femme de lettres.  Although Sand fought the label femme auteur, which was highly 

derogatory at the time, she was the most important female author of her time and clearly, 

therefore, a woman of letters.  I will thus include her in my consideration of the femme de 

lettres of the July Monarchy even if the terms femme de lettres and femme auteur are not 

ones she would have used for herself.112 

The woman who became George Sand in the 1830s was born Amantine Aurore 

Lucile Dupin in 1804, just barely legitimate, to a working-class mother Sophie-Victoire 

Delaborde and aristocratic military father Maurice Dupin.  Her life was tumultuous from 

a young age as her father was often absent at war and her mother mentally unstable.  In 

fact, Sand’s mother took her unaccompanied to Spain to see her father (who was at war) 

when Sand was just four years old and Sophie was seven months pregnant.  This perilous 

and later disastrous trip indicates the tone for much of Sand’s personal life which was 

marked by constant travel and displacement, defiance of propriety, tragedy, and even 

political upheaval.  Her mother gave birth to a son in Spain, but upon their return to 

France the young infant succumbed to the illnesses he had been exposed to along the way 

and died.  A few days later, Sand’s father Maurice died from falling off his horse on a 

short ride to a neighbor’s house.  Left fatherless at the age of four, Sand recounts in 

                                                 
112 Sand worked hard, as will be illustrated in detail in this chapter, to erase the “femme” from these sorts of 
titles.  My use of the terms in reference to Sand and the other female authors of her time is merely 
referential and descriptive, and in the twenty-first century should carry no disparaging connotations. 
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Histoire de ma vie how she grew up in a constant tug of war between her working-class 

mother and aristocratic paternal grandmother, Madame Dupin de Francueil (born Marie 

Aurore de Saxe), who was the illegitimate daughter of the maréchal de Saxe and grand-

daughter of King August II of Poland.  Sand longed for her mother’s affection and care, 

but was under the custody of her educated grandmother at her country estate in Nohant.  

Sand later spent her teenage years in a reputable Parisian convent.  After the death of her 

grandmother when Sand was still a teenager, Sand’s already fragmented identity was 

further troubled as she felt a broken connection to her aristocratic roots in the absence of 

her father and grandmother.  Renee Winegarten explains that given her divided sense of 

self, “Her idea of her own identity was never really fixed.  She would have to invent 

herself.”113  In 1822, Sand married Casimir Dudevant and had a son Maurice in 1823 and 

a daughter Solange in 1828.   By the early 1830s, however, Sand felt pulled from her 

unhappy marriage with Casimir.  With the limited funds available to her, she moved, at 

least temporarily, to Paris, with young Solange in tow, to pursue her options in generating 

an income through art.  Initially inclined to paint, Sand called upon her Berrichon 

contacts in Paris, and with their support and collaboration began writing from a small 

apartment in the Latin Quarter.  Her first novel, Rose et Blanche, written in partnership 

with her then-lover Jules Sandeau, was published in 1831.  Although her relationship 

with Sandeau soon ended, her relationship with writing was just beginning.  Initially 

moving back and forth from Paris to Nohant approximately every three months, Sand 
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wrote and published her surprisingly polished first novel Indiana in 1832, establishing for 

herself a new identity, career, and means of self-sufficiency.   

 

*** 

Becoming George Sand in Histoire de ma vie 
 

Many years later, and after the successful publication of numerous works, Sand 

embarked upon the journey to tell her own life story in 1847 with a 130,000 FF contract 

in hand.  Histoire de ma vie took eight years to write, and was left seemingly unfinished 

with the 1855 death of her granddaughter Jeanne leaving her unable to continue in a time 

of such personal pain.  Histoire de ma vie is less about the public life of George Sand, 

and instead is an exploration of the psychological, emotional, spiritual and intellectual 

essence of the woman born Aurore Dupin, but who, as told in Histoire de ma vie, was 

destined for an alternate existence, one she could only enjoy with the mobility and 

authority initially provided by her male pen name.  Although Histoire de ma vie tells 

disappointingly little of her writing or publishing processes and even less about why she 

wrote certain works or what they mean, it does paint a clear portrait of the artist she had 

always considered herself to be and provides some insight into her development into such 

a confident and androgynous public figure.  Not until over three quarters of the way 

through her self-exploration does Sand even begin to discuss her career as a writer.  In 

spite of dedicating so little of her autobiography to her life as an author, Histoire de ma 

vie does stress one important characteristic of her hybrid and self-made identity: its 
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naturalness.  In the many pages leading up to her retelling of her 1832 choice of 

pseudonym, Sand begins planting the seeds of her authorship, systematically emphasizing 

the organic nature of her seemingly pre-destined evolution into “George Sand.”  In sharp 

contrast to Stendhal, Balzac and Daumier’s femmes de lettres, George Sand paints a 

brilliantly clear picture of her natural development into the troublesome figure of 

androgyny, suggesting that her transformation stemmed more from a willful acceptance 

of a fate rather than an angry defiance of social norms, and that her adoption of certain 

masculine habits and clothing were innocent and practical conversions that helped her to 

pursue her talents rather than deliberately offensive gestures. 

How does this work of nonfiction fit into my discussion of literary representations 

of the femme de lettres during the July Monarchy?  Although autobiography as a genre is 

understood as a truthful retelling of the life of an author, wherein the author equals the 

narrator,114 many scholars note the inherent fictionality and constructed nature of 

autobiography.  In taking the complex, interrupted, and often random components of life 

and applying the established codes of autobiography to them to generate a readable, even 

enjoyable, and accessible text, the result is necessarily constructed and in many ways 

fictional.  Moreover, the title of Sand’s autobiography is also indicative of its constructed 

nature, as “histoire” in French can mean both history and story.  In Autobiographics, 

Leigh Gilmore explains that autobiography is not necessarily any “experientially truer” 

                                                 
114 According to Philippe Lejeune in Le Pacte Autobiographique, autobiography occurs in texts where, 
“l’auteur s’est déclaré explicitement identique au narrateur (et donc au personnage, puisque le récit est 
autodiégétique),” 29-30.  Because of this pact, Lejeune explains that autobiography is more a way of 
reading than a way of writing. 
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than other forms of representation of the self (25), and that autobiography is essentially 

narrative (67).  In Subject to Change, Nancy Miller writes that there is no ultimate truth 

within autobiography, and that the genre falls short of providing a “face-to-face” 

experience with the author (58).  Just as Staël and Girardin’s fictional femmes de lettres 

were strongly autobiographical, Sand’s autobiography was necessarily constructed and in 

many ways fictional.  In writing his or her life, an autobiographer performs his or her role 

and becomes an actor as much as an author.  Because she never wrote a fictional 

character who was a femme de lettres, Sand’s performance as herself in Histoire de ma 

vie provides an additional literary manifestation of this character with which to compare 

those of Stendhal, Balzac, and Girardin.  This reconstruction of the life of the woman 

who became George Sand fits into my analysis of fictional representations of the femme 

de lettres because Sand was writing for the same audiences as the other authors studied 

here, and because her detailed reconstruction of her authorial identity becomes an 

important part of the ongoing dialogue among the works studied thus far.  The way she 

tells the “story” of her life is in direct reply to the existing literary discussion of the 

nature and destiny of the femme de lettres.  In writing Histoire de ma vie, Sand 

appropriates her public identity and redefines it against the often negative and false 

imagery that has already been explored here. 

  Sand, who was 51 when she completed Histoire de ma vie, writes her story 

retrospectively, with the maturity and confidence she has earned through years of 

authorship.  After years spent forging her identity as George Sand, and decades writing 

from that position, she uses Histoire de ma vie to carefully reconstruct her development 
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into George Sand in a way that highlights its naturalness.  In Autobiographics, Gilmore 

explains that autobiography is gendered as a male form of literary expression, and that 

female authors often distance themselves from their “protagonist” by renaming her as a 

way of freeing her from the patriarchal constraints the author feels her own name 

imposes.  Since Sand had already renamed herself decades before writing her 

autobiography, creating this sort of chasm between author and subject was not necessary.  

Instead, there exists a unity among the three I’s of her work: the I George Sand, author of 

Histoire de ma vie; the I narrator, voice of George Sand; and the I character, the woman 

born Aurore Dupin who evolved “naturally” and deliberately into George Sand.  The 

cohesion between the wise author and her young heroine self is complete, and this unified 

perspective allows the author to present her development into the public persona of 

George Sand as pre-destined and organic. 

In 1832, Aurore Dudevant penned the soon-to-be famous Indiana at Nohant in a 

matter of months.  Upon returning to Paris to seek its publication, the question of what 

name to attribute to its author arose.  In Histoire de ma vie, Sand retells this story with 

nonchalance and even disinterest, suggesting that the selection of pen name was just a 

detail, and redirecting readers’ focus from the superficiality of a name to her successful 

authorship.  Having previously co-authored a work with her then lover Jules Sandeau 

under the pen name J. Sand, the options for her new pen name were seemingly limited.  

Rose et Blanche had been quite successful, so in order to capitalize on its popularity, it 

was a logical choice to continue with the surname Sand.  However, since Sandeau had 

not contributed to Indiana, what to do about the first name?  Sand explains,  



 153

Le nom que je devais mettre sur des couvertures imprimées ne me préoccupa 
guère… j’avais résolu de garder l’anonyme…Delatouche, consulté, trancha la 
question par un compromis: Sand resterait intact et je prendrais un autre prénom 
qui ne servirait qu’à moi.  Je pris vite et sans chercher celui de George qui me 
paraissait synonyme de Berrichon.  Jules et George, inconnus au public, 
passeraient pour frères ou cousins.115 
 
The simplicity of the decision about her pseudonym deemphasizes its constructed 

and false nature, making it seem more natural, as though the name presented itself to 

Sand and was always meant to be.  Her retelling of the story indicates that the name itself 

carried no significant interpretive meaning, aside from its link to her beloved Berry and 

its masculinity.  What was important about the name, Sand contends, was its function, not 

its aesthetics.  Although scholars are split on whether her name, spelled without the final 

French –s, would have appeared as masculine or as ambiguous, they can agree that 

choosing it meant a separation from the explicitly feminine.116  Her choice of the 

truncated, and thus slightly ambiguous “George,” facilitated the creation of a new hybrid 

identity.  Her deliberate decision to spell George without an –s likely indicated a desire 

for either foreignness, ambiguity or even possibly a symbolic castration of a male name.  

None of these possibilities are alluded to in Histoire de ma vie, but since George without 

an –s was not a French name, there was likely a reason for such a deviance from the more 

obvious options.  Sand explains, “Il est donc probable que j’eusse changé ce 

pseudonyme, si je l’eusse cru destiné à acquérir quelque célébrité…je maintins le nom et 

                                                 
115 Sand, Histoire de ma vie II, 340-341 (henceforth referred to as HVI and HVII). 
116 In “Reading Double: Sand’s Difference,” Naomi Schor claims that George was neither masculine nor 
feminine.  George (without the –s) signaled a “difference from the masculine” and a “negation of the 
feminine,” (249).  In George Sand, Naginski also states that her pseudonym would have appeared 
androgynous (17).  Margaret Waller, on the contrary, calls her pen name “explicitly masculine,” in The 
Male Malady (137). 
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poursuivis l’œuvre.  Le contraire eût été une lâcheté.  Et à présent j’y tiens, à ce nom, 

bien que ce soit, a-t-on dit, la moitié du nom d’un autre écrivain.  Soit” (HVII, 342).  

Although she claims that the haphazard name was not what she would have chosen if she 

had known the fame she would earn and the longevity of her relationship with that name, 

it served its purpose in facilitating the quick publication and sale of Indiana, which 

ultimately changed the course of her life.  She writes with pride about her loyalty to the 

name George Sand and of how she constructed (“fait”) her identity herself, through labor, 

in contrast with those who simply inherit an important name.  She took an unknown and 

ordinary name and built it into an iconic representation of literary genius.   

As Sand reconstructs the story of publishing her first novel in 1832, she depicts 

the young Aurore sitting in Delatouche’s office, discussing the name to attribute Indiana 

to, and viewing the choice as simply a “nom que je devais mettre sur des couvertures 

imprimées” (HVII, 340).  In hindsight, the 1855 author of Histoire de ma vie realized how 

significant the naming and publication of this first work would be, reflecting, “On m’a 

baptisée, obscure et insouciante, entre le manuscrit d’Indiana, qui était alors tout mon 

avenir, et un billet de mille francs qui était en ce moment-là toute ma fortune” (HVII, 

342).  In choosing the term “baptisée,” Sand suggests the parallels that can be drawn 

between a Christian baptism and her rebirth as a writer.  A Christian baptism is the day 

on which a child is given a name and is saved by the grace of the Lord through the 

intermediaries of a priest and holy water.  For Sand, having already received her 

Christian baptism, she enjoyed a second rebirth, this one a worldly one, in 1832.  On the 

day she committed to the name George Sand, submitted her final manuscript for Indiana 
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and was paid one thousand francs, she started a new life, and by some alternate version of 

a Christian grace was saved from a destiny unfit for her natural talents and her desire for 

a more mobile life.  Just as an infant is unaware of the importance of his baptism and the 

grace bestowed upon him, young Aurore was blind to the magnitude of her rebirth in 

1832, but over the years she fully embraced her chosen name and the grace of a fluid pen 

that came with it, and since looks back on the moment as a type of baptism. 

The way in which Sand selects the memories and anecdotes to tell in Histoire de 

ma vie suggests that long before the seemingly random choice of this masculine name 

“George Sand,” came many life experiences and personal beliefs that destined the young 

Aurore to one day become the author George Sand.  These memories from her childhood, 

many retold in Histoire de ma vie in minute detail, are of an especially constructed nature 

since, as Renee Winegarten explains, the dialogues, dates and details were all either 

invented or researched and reconstructed by the adult Sand (294), who was in her mid-

forties when she began writing her autobiography.  Many of the anecdotes sprinkled 

throughout Histoire de ma vie indicate Sand’s desire to present herself as fated since 

childhood for this life and identity she created as an adult.  The multitude of supporting 

stories suggests that although her name may have been haphazard, her career was not.  

Some of Sand’s earliest memories outlined in her autobiography indicate her awareness 

of being double and also her penchant for writing and story telling.  Beginning at the age 

of four, when most of us can presumably only scrape together a strangely fragmented and 

dreamlike memory or two, Sand writes with detailed clarity about her perilous trip to 

Spain with her seven-months-pregnant mother.  Sand highlights several memorable 
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events from what must have been a fascinating and frightening experience, and one of the 

most privileged of those memories is her recollection of her time spent in the royal castle 

in Madrid playing alone on the stone terraces.  While running around and talking to 

herself she made a discovery: she was double.  Actually, she simply had an echo.  But the 

astonishing sound of that echo created a profound and lasting self-awareness in Sand of 

the double nature of her identity.  First, she called her mother, and instead of an answer 

from someone else, she heard her own voice repeat itself clearly.  Then she called out her 

own name, and again she heard her own reply.   

L’impression la plus étrange pour moi était d’entendre mon propre nom répété 
avec ma propre voix.  Alors il me vint à l’esprit une explication bizarre.  C’est que 
j’étais double, et qu’il y avait autour de moi un autre moi que je ne pouvais pas 
voir, mais qui me voyait toujours, puisqu’il me répondait toujours.  Cela 
s’arrangea aussitôt dans ma cervelle comme une chose qui devait être, qui avait 
toujours été, et dont je ne m’étais pas encore aperçue… J’en conclus que toutes 
choses et toutes gens avaient leur reflet, leur double, leur autre moi, et je souhaitai 
vivement de voir le mien. (HVI, 189) 
 
The memory, told in such detail that it must have been largely reconstructed and 

arranged in the mind of the older George Sand (if not possibly invented altogether), 

indicates her desire to construct an identity clearly destined from birth to be uniquely 

conscious of her dual nature.  She continues the anecdote telling how she tried so hard to 

catch her double, calling to it repeatedly “Viens là, viens donc!” and only ever hearing 

the repetition of her own words.  Her desire to confront and behold this alternate self was 

overwhelming, and the passion with which she retells this memory highlights its 

importance to her.  This yearning to capture and embody a more complex identity 

foreshadows Sand’s eventual enthusiasm for and commitment to her masculine side.  
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Sand boldly presents this mature and profound awareness of the duality of identity at the 

surprisingly young age of four, anchoring her constructed adult identity in the innocent 

self-exploration of a child.  She also uses this memory as an opportunity to underscore 

the idea that she had always been double (“avait toujours été”) and that she was meant 

(by God or by nature) to be that way (“devait être”).  Although her mother eventually 

tells the young Aurore that the voice she is playing with is her echo, she never explains 

what an echo is, so Aurore continues her exploration of this other self named “echo” out 

on the stone patios of the royal palace in Madrid, and also for decades to come in her 

personal and professional life.117  Although it would be nearly impossible to know how 

much of this memory, if any, actually occurred, the fact that Sand privileges this one over 

others and gives it such attention suggests the symbolic significance it carries for her, 

which she wants to equally impress upon readers.   

Not only does Sand highlight her consciousness of being double from a young age 

in Histoire de ma vie, but she also tells readers that her inclination towards authorship 

began before she could even write.  As she has been told by both her mother and her aunt, 

Sand used to compose stories orally as a form of entertainment when she was a young 

girl, before she could even read.  Although she claims to have no recollection of this 

activity, her mother’s repeated insistence upon it serves as proof of its truthfulness and as 

a justification for including it in her recollection of childhood.  She writes that according 

                                                 
117 This duality resurfaces in much of Sand’s fiction as well as being such an integral part of her 
constructed authorial identity.  In “Reading Double: Sand’s Difference,” Naomi Schor highlights the 
numerous doubles in her novels as including: Indiana and Noun in Indiana, Valentine and Louise in 
Valentine, Lélia and Pulchérie in Lélia, and Sylvinet and Landry in La Petite Fadette. In The Poetics of 
Gender, eds. Heilbrun and Miller, 250, 257. 
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to her mother, “je composais à haute voix d’interminables contes que ma mère appelait 

mes romans.  Je n’ai aucun souvenir de ces plaisantes compositions, ma mère m’en a 

parlé mille fois, et longtemps avant que j’eusse la pensée d’écrire” (HVI, 156).  Again, 

Sand suggests the predestination of her career as a writer by assuring us that she was 

composing “novels” long before she ever considered becoming an author.  The 

naturalness of authorship for Sand has roots in her early childhood.  She sets up her 

development suggesting that she was born to write in a manner similar to Staël and 

Girardin’s presentations of their own heroines.  None of these stories of female genius 

suggest that they defiantly usurped the pen from men as adults, but rather that they were 

destined from the innocence of birth to pursue literary and poetic expression.  Even at 

such a young age Sand explains that her childhood “romans” shared many of the same 

elements with her writing as an adult, “Il y avait toujours un canevas dans le goût des 

contes de fées, et pour personnages principaux, une bonne fée, un bon prince et une belle 

princesse.  Il y avait peu de méchants êtres, et jamais de grands malheurs.  Tout 

s’arrangeait sous l’influence d’une pensée riante et optimiste comme l’enfance” (HVI, 

156).   

Sand goes on to explain that at the age of five Aurore was frustrated with her 

mother’s slowness to teach her to write and with her illegible handwriting, so she 

invented her own written alphabet in order to free herself from the mundane act of 

copying letters and move on to creating sentences.  Even at a young age, Sand describes 

herself as already being focused on meaning over form, and as being comfortable 

circumventing the system in order to accomplish her goals.  In observing the structure of 
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language through the books she read, Aurore learned the fundamentals of grammar on her 

own.  When her tutor finally got around to teaching her grammar, it only took him a few 

months because “chaque leçon n’était que la confirmation de ce que j’avais observé et 

appliqué déjà” (HVI, 237).  From the age of five, Sand paints herself as already self-

made, unconventional, intelligent, and stimulated by literature and language.  She writes 

that even so young, the love of the novel had seized her passionately (HVI, 155), 

foreshadowing the strength, intimacy and longevity of her relationship to writing. 

Aurore spent her teenage years at the Couvent des Anglaises in Paris where she 

and the other students enjoyed staging plays as a pastime.  In Histoire de ma vie, she 

recounts this time as one of the happiest in her young life.  She explains that since she 

had read more literature than her classmates, she was selected as the playwright and 

director of their group.  Although works by authors like Molière were forbidden at 

religious schools, Aurore frequently staged his plays, and the nuns were unaware of the 

illicit origins of their entertainment.  A tribute to both the wit of Molière and the talent of 

the young “auteur” Aurore (HVII, 52), the nuns were said to have laughed heartily at the 

performances and requested more of them.  They even allowed the girls to dress as men 

for the plays and pushed curfew back until midnight on several occasions because they 

were having so much fun.  Sand writes that she excelled in her role as author and 

director, but noted the pressure on her to strike a certain balance between humor and 

propriety, “Il fallait faire rire la supérieure, mettre en gaieté les plus graves personnes de 

la communauté; et pourtant il ne fallait pas aller trop loin, la moindre légèreté pouvait 

faire crier au scandale et faire fermer le théâtre” (HVII, 53).  This delicate balance 
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between delivering a message and not upsetting her audience is one that Sand would later 

have to grapple with as a female author espousing unconventional social messages.  

Sand’s talent for storytelling first shone in this most improbable of spaces - behind the 

cold stone walls of an all-girls Catholic boarding school.  Highlighting the success she 

enjoyed in such an unlikely role in such an unlikely milieu underscores Sand’s perceived 

innate artistic calling.  This and other anecdotes from her childhood as told in Histoire de 

ma vie repeatedly bind her to the field of literature. 

From the curiosity and creativity that marked her early stages of reading and 

writing, Sand moves on to present herself as a woman drawn inexplicably to artistic 

production and eventually as an author from whose pen works of literature glided 

smoothly, freely and rapidly, as if she were simply transcribing stories from a 

supernatural source.  On a visit to Paris in 1831 (before she began writing), Sand found 

herself completely enthralled with the paintings in an unnamed museum, and this 

realization led her to believe that she was meant to be an artist.  She explains that 

although she knew almost nothing about art, how to judge or produce it, she found herself 

powerfully drawn to not only painting, but also theatre and other forms of artistic 

expression.  Sand explains that even before she ever wrote her first line, “Et puis, malgré 

moi, je me sentais artiste, sans avoir jamais songé à me dire que je pouvais l’être” (HVII, 

305).  This “malgré moi” reinforces Sand’s message that regardless of her gender, her 

upbringing, or her marriage, and in spite of her complete naiveté about artistic 

production, she was essentially an artist, attributing her career to fate.  Sand also explains, 

however, that the reason she began writing was first and foremost as a means of earning 
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“les milles écus de rente que j’avais toujours rêvés” (HVII, 308), not because she felt 

called specifically to literature. 

During this process of writing to earn a living, however, Sand realizes her natural 

talent, explaining that, “Je reconnus que j’écrivais vite, facilement, longtemps, sans 

fatigue…” (HVII, 300).  Touched by an artist’s inspiration, which Sand compares to a 

Christian form of grace, while writing Indiana she explains, “J’écrivis tout d’un jet, sans 

plan, je l’ai dit, et littéralement sans savoir où j’allais…” (HVII, 369), painting an image 

of her novel almost writing itself.  She continues, “J’écrivis donc ce livre sous l’empire 

d’une émotion et non d’un système” (HVII, 369), recalling Girardin’s comments that for 

women authors, “l’art pour elles n’est pas une profession, mais une religion; leur talent 

n’est pas un trésor qu’elles exploitent, comme les hommes, par intérêt et par orgueil, c’est 

un don du ciel qu’elles cultivent avec amour et respect” (II, 216).  This freedom from a 

system, the fluidity of her pen, and her feeling of being an artist at heart all underscore 

Sand’s desire to justify her career as predestined and organic.  In contrast with her 

eventual friend and colleague Gustave Flaubert, who was known to labor for hours over a 

single sentence in order to find “le mot juste,” Sand’s performance of authorship 

throughout Histoire de ma vie reveals a person through whom artistic inspiration flowed 

directly from its ethereal origins to paper, producing novels in a matter of weeks or 

months rather than years.  In doing so, she reiterates the naturalness of her talent as a 

writer.  Writing was not something she chose to do in conflict with her intellectual and 

emotional disposition as a woman; on the contrary, the inspiration for her novels and the 

source of her eloquence and productivity is presented in Histoire de ma vie as internal 
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and instinctual.  What author could publish a second novel merely six months after the 

first successful one unless (s)he was naturally gifted?  Whether she actually wrote with 

no plan, guided only by inspiration and life experiences, and in complete ignorance of 

any system or political message is doubtful, but her desire to present herself as such an 

author is pronounced, and the evidence of the quickness with which she wrote is 

incontestable.  

Histoire de ma vie also serves as a platform for Sand to contextualize and defend 

the androgynous nature of her authorial identity.  From her earliest memory of sensing 

that she was double at the age of four, Sand continues her explanation of her constructed 

identity, insisting that it was a natural and logical process for her.  Just as she presented 

her selection of the pen name George as a simple, quick and practical decision for her, so 

was her transition from dresses to pants in the early 1830s.  Throughout Histoire de ma 

vie, Sand underscores the nature of her personality as being that of a person who craved 

the freedom and movement that she could only experience outdoors, either riding a horse 

at full speed or exploring the land at Nohant.  When she was a teenager, her tutor 

Deschartes had even suggested she wear pants as a simple and logical means of allowing 

her more physical freedom to ride her horse back at her grandmother’s estate.  Later, 

when Sand moved to Paris to pursue a writing career and found herself encumbered both 

financially and physically by heavy, uncomfortable, and expensive women’s clothing, the 

most reasonable solution to her problem, she claims, was to dress more comfortably and 

inexpensively as a man.  As an artist seeking contacts and inspiration, Sand felt the need 

to navigate Paris more easily.  Since she had never been a woman overly concerned with 
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feminine embellishments, she explained that she could easily pass unnoticed as a cross-

dresser since she was in the habit of being unnoticed as a woman.  Reflecting on her first 

times dressing in men’s clothing, she remarks,  

Je n’étais plus une dame, je n’étais pas non plus un monsieur.  On me poussait sur 
le trottoir comme une chose qui pouvait gêner les passants affairés….j’étais un 
atome perdu dans cette immense foule…je pouvais faire tout un roman d’une 
barrière à l’autre, sans rencontrer personne qui me dit: “A quoi diable pensez-
vous?” (HVII, 336-7) 
 

Just like her pen name, her clothing makes her no longer a woman, but not a man either.  

In multiple ways, Sand constructed a persona who escaped the binary of gender that 

prescribed domesticity for women and public professions for men.  She becomes a 

genderless “atom,” a George without an –s, someone who can float between categories 

and forge her own path.  In Histoire de ma vie, Sand makes it clear, through both the 

episode of choosing her pen name and this one, that she never intended to become a man, 

and that on the contrary, she has always remained true to herself, the woman born Aurore 

Dupin.  She rejected the confines of her gender by shedding certain external signifiers of 

womanhood like her name and her cumbersome clothing, but the identity she adopted 

was not that of a man.  In contrast with Balzac’s claim that Sand must have been a man, 

his description of Camille as a man trapped in a woman’s body, as well as Stendhal’s pity 

for Mathilde who should have been born a man, and also Daumier’s manly bas-bleus, 

Sand uses Histoire de ma vie to reject this fallacy that only a man can embody genius.  

The persona Sand constructs in her autobiography is never a man, but rather a woman 

with the foresight and courage to shed some of the physical and logistical burdens of 

womanhood as a means of pursuing her natural talents.  The ambiguous nature of the 
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gender identity Sand molded for herself allowed her to pursue a career that was normally 

limited to males, or more importantly, explicitly restricted women.  In not being a 

woman, she could overcome some of the biases of the established literary authority.  The 

way she tells of her decision to wear pants and the joy and inspiration it brought her 

suggest that adopting such unusual behaviors was based on her needs as an aspiring 

writer and also her personality.  Her hybrid identity was thus born from practicality and a 

desire for anonymous mobility.  Although her eventual visibility as a boot- and pant-

wearing, cigar-smoking woman was shocking and even upsetting to many, Histoire de 

ma vie assures that such was never her intent.  On the contrary, Sand maintains, she 

hoped to remain a quiet, observant atom lost in the magnificent crowds of Paris.  In 

Histoire de ma vie, Sand cloaks her scandalous image in innocence and practicality. 

 This rich depository of images of the both organic and innocuous sensibility of so 

many of Sand’s characteristics and decisions as a writer sharply diverges from the 

representations of the fictional femmes de lettres by many male authors as well as 

Daumier’s caricatures.  Recalling the image from Daumier’s “Les Bas-bleus” series 

referenced in Chapter 2 (fig. 2), women writers were portrayed so that their hybrid and 

unorthodox identity read as painfully unnatural, disruptive and unhealthy.  Their faces 

were worn and angry, their work detrimental to a cohesive family life, and their 

monstrous appearance off-putting.  Reading Sand’s portrayal of her practical and 

harmless decisions to write, to choose a male pen name, and to wear men’s clothes while 

looking at a Daumier lithograph from his “Bas-bleu” series is jarring in its discordance.  

These two versions of the existence of the femme de lettres or femme auteur are at 



 165

opposite poles.  Whereas the bas-bleu in figure 2 seems to be writing with deliberate 

disregard for her family’s well-being, Sand presents herself as choosing to write for 

exactly the opposite reason: to provide for herself and her children.  Whereas Daumier’s 

bas-bleu looks exhausted, angry, and disorganized, Sand presents herself as having 

seemingly endless amounts of energy and inspiration for authorship.  Furthermore, 

whereas Balzac wrote about Camille Maupin as being so tormented by her love for 

Calyste that she no longer was inspired to write, Sand tells of penning four works in the 

midst of an emotional and dramatic break-up with Alfred de Musset while in Italy.  As 

for Stendhal’s Mathilde, the female body and psyche proved entirely inhospitable to the 

pursuit of a literary career or even further intellectual growth.  For Sand, motherhood was 

not an end to her professional development, but rather a part of her identity she could 

embrace while simultaneously pursuing authorship.  And her sentimentality, instead of 

preventing her from writing, fueled some of the themes of her most successful works.  

All of the supposedly natural obstacles to women succeeding at writing presented through 

both fiction and caricature are disproven by Sand in Histoire de ma vie.  On the contrary, 

her natural talent as a writer is repeatedly highlighted. 

 

*** 

From Masculinity to Androgyny in Early Autobiographical Writings 

 

The creation of Sand’s authoritative and androgynous authorial identity spanned 

the decades leading up to the publication of Histoire de ma vie.  Among her earlier 
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autobiographical works that also illustrate and give voice to her constructed identity are 

her Lettres d’un voyageur (1837), which Martine Reid calls a key component to her 

“autofiction palimpseste.”118  Whereas Histoire de ma vie was written retrospectively, 

reconstructing the persona of Sand, her Lettres d’un voyageur are written from within the 

process of establishing her androgynous identity in the mid-1830s.  The character 

representing Sand in these letters thus differs in maturity, confidence and cohesiveness 

from the Sand in Histoire de ma vie.  The series of twelve letters, spanning the years of 

1834 to 1837, are all attributed to an older and melancholic male narrator, George, who 

turns out to be a transparent mask for Sand since he is the same (short) height as Sand, 

has the same children, is from the same home town, has written the same novels, and so 

on.  However, this supposedly older male narrator is consistently referred to throughout 

the letters as a young and naïve “boy,” further complicating the identity of the 

author/narrator.  Sand explains this choice of narrative perspective in Histoire de ma vie, 

saying, “je voulais généraliser mon propre personnage en le modifiant,” and “je voulais 

faire le propre roman de ma vie et n’en être pas le personnage réel, mais le personnage 

pensant et analysant” (HVII, 438).  In addition to recounting some of her travels, Sand’s 

Lettres d’un voyageur are primarily a philosophical and psychological exploration of 

herself and her relationship with the world around her.  Given their personal nature, 

writing them from the perspective of a man seems at times forced.  Her use of male 

narrative voice, however, illustrates her early commitment to the masculine side of 

George Sand and her strong desire in the 1830s to distance herself from the trap of 
                                                 
118 Reid, “Qui Parle?” in Les Lettres d’un voyageur de George Sand, ed. Zanone, 63. 
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appearing a femme auteur (and all the prejudices that title entailed).  Just as she did in 

cross-dressing, Sand also flaunts her freedom to choose how she presents herself in 

writing by altering her gender as the narrator.  Nigel Harkness claims that her Lettres 

d’un voyageur are a space where we can witness Sand in the process of forging her new 

androgynous identity (as well as through her prefatorial commentary in other fictional 

works).119  He suggests that Lettres d’un voyageur can be read as a mise en abyme of her 

coming to terms with her new identity and the successful fusion of the feminine Aurore 

and the masculine George Sand (Harkness, 100).  Her confidence and comfort with being 

George is greatly augmented from the first letter to the last as she evolves from “Zorzi” to 

“le petit George” to “George Sand et compagnie”120 in the final letter, suggesting that by 

1837 Sand was closer to confidently embodying her authorial identity.  Moreover, the 

narrator of the first letter is a simple and naïve traveler, an “esprit[s] médiocre[s] et 

paresseux” (LV, 13), a “chétif individu” (LV, 15), and eventually an “artiste ou plutôt 

artisan grossier” (LV, 353), whereas the author of the final letter is the published and 

celebrated author George Sand who writes in defense and explanation of “his” novels. 

The marriage between the young female author pen-named George Sand, the 

older male narrator George, and the woman whose experiences and thoughts are being 

recounted in Lettres d’un voyageur is certainly imperfect in its immaturity, in contrast 

with the cohesive union of author, narrator, and protagonist in Histoire de ma vie.  

Translating the experiences of a young single woman’s travels into those of an older male 

                                                 
119 Harkness, “Les lettres d’un voyageur: Entre fiction et autobiographie, entre quête et apprentissage,” in 
Les Lettres d’un voyageur de George Sand, ed. Zanone, 96. 
120 Sand, Lettres d’un voyageur, 59, 394 (henceforth cited in text as LV). 



 168

creates a number of narratological problems.  The consistent, almost insistent, 

descriptions of this older male narrator (who we know to actually be a young woman) as 

a young, naïve schoolboy are disorienting.  Given the personal nature of the events being 

recounted in these letters, Sand must insist regularly and almost defiantly on her 

masculinity in order to link the experiences of the woman George Sand with the gender 

of the narrator.  For example, in the tenth letter Sand describes lodging at an inn one 

evening in the Alps and being taken for a thief by the other men there who promised to 

keep an eye on him (her) throughout the night so he (she) would not take advantage of 

them.  Knowing the person retelling this adventure is really a young, short woman 

traveling alone makes reading about the experience from a man’s perspective feel 

contrived.  Later she notes that when traveling with her children, “j’avais l’air d’un curé 

de campagne escorté de sa gouvernante et de ses neveux” (LV, 322).  Moreover, she 

periodically reinforces her masculinity with ironic comments like, “je me mis à pleurer 

comme une femme” (LV, 34).  One day a thief, soon after a priest, always an old man 

who is like a naïve school boy, Sand’s constructed narrator proves fragmented and 

discordant.  This lack of a cohesive voice and identity is merely indicative of the early 

stages of fusing Aurore and George into a unified and mature authorial perspective, 

which Sand eventually succeeds in doing.  In fact, by her final letter, the voice of the 

male narrator has matured and is more genuine since the letter is written from the 

perspective of the author George Sand and discusses her novels rather than reconstructing 

her travels.  The naïve old school boy is notably absent and the confident author writes in 

a much more convincing authoritative and masculine voice.  The voyage taking place 
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throughout the twelve letters is above all a metaphorical one for the author who is forging 

her identity and experimenting with performance of gender during the time span of these 

actual adventures.  In comparing these letters with her autobiography we can discern how 

her initially inconsistent performance of masculinity matures into a confident 

performance of otherness and androgyny over time. 

Although everyone knew George Sand was a woman before the publication of 

Lettres d’un voyageur, she nonetheless continued to appropriate the authority of a male 

voice and reject the possibility of being relegated to a less credible female author, even 

through works of non-fiction.  Isabelle Naginski claims that in rejecting the confines of 

the established binary literary models available to women (either hiding behind a male 

pen name or falling under the devalued sphere of women’s writing), she is able to “reject 

both phallocentrism and the feminine ghetto” and become a creature of “a strange sex, 

neither male nor female.”121  In fact, the complete and almost ridiculous transparency of 

the male narrator of Lettres d’un voyageur indicates Sand’s continued refusal to hide 

behind a male pen name and also to identify herself as a lesser femme auteur.  She 

rejected both the devalued feminine and the masculine options, exploring instead hybrid 

alternatives through both fiction and autobiographical works.  Although her identity was 

still being negotiated in Lettres d’un voyageur, we can witness its progression and sense 

her stubborn refusal to be considered a femme auteur.  Naginski has suggested that taking 

on a male voice through narrative “is an enabling strategy that allows her to reclaim a 

unified human vision beyond gender-imposed restrictions.  In the fusion of masculine and 
                                                 
121 Naginski, George Sand.  Writing for Her Life, 27. 
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feminine elements, Sand invented a new voice” (26).122  Since her gender was known 

within a few months of her first publication, using male narrative voices and her pen 

name were not meant to conceal her true identity, rather they were a means of broadening 

her perspective and her artistic jurisdiction and also appropriating the power of a male to 

speak her own truths.  Her consistent rejection of established female roles and 

manipulation of her perceived gender was a tool for what Naginski calls Sand’s “defiant 

nonaggression vis-à-vis the male literary establishment” (27). 

In Lettres d’un voyageur, the narrator/protagonist periodically exhibits confidence 

and even playfulness when describing his confusing performance of gender.  As he 

recounts a meeting with Liszt and some other friends one evening, he explains that when 

they all hugged no one could tell who were the women and who were the men in this 

“troupe de gens mystérieux, indéfinissables, chevelus comme des sauvages, et où il n’est 

pas possible de reconnaître les hommes d’avec les femmes, les valets d’avec les maîtres” 

(LV, 334).  With this episode, Sand flaunts not only her textual sexual transgression but 

also her actual physical androgyny.  She highlights those situations when others cannot 

pinpoint her gender and she can enjoy the freedom of defiance and ambiguity, calling 

attention to the success with which she has forged a new identity outside the established 

categories of male and female.  

                                                 
122  Although the narrator in Lettres d’un voyageur is explicitly male since he is an actual character, the 
narrative voice in many of Sand’s novels is more unmarked by the feminine, rather than explicitly male.  
She repeatedly refuses the devalued female association, but is not necessarily pretending to or longing to be 
a man. 
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Whereas Sand’s confidence as an author and the solidity of her androgynous 

identity was still insecure throughout much of her Lettres d’un voyageur, it was well-

established by 1842 when she published Un Hiver à Majorque.  In fact, Harkness writes 

that when Sand penned her revised preface to Lélia in 1839, she spoke for the first time 

with authority as “je” George Sand, not “l’auteur” or “l’ecrivain,” and at this moment 

seemed to finally embrace both sides of her identity as George Sand (Harkness, 99).  

Whereas the narrator/protagonist of Lettres d’un voyageur is childlike, small, naïve, and 

simple (in spite of his supposed old age), the 1842 version of George Sand in Un Hiver à 

Majorque is more confident and mature.  As in Histoire de ma vie, the author, narrator 

and protagonist are unified in being George Sand, the successful female author with an 

established hybrid identity.  The protagonist of Un Hiver à Majorque is never explicitly 

presented as a man, yet (s)he also remains unmarked both grammatically and even 

behaviorally by the feminine.  Although everyone knew Sand was a woman, she writes 

Un Hiver à Majorque deliberately omitting any narrative or grammatical indication of her 

womanhood, in a continued symbolic refusal to be considered a femme auteur.  She 

begins the story of her adventure explaining that Majorca is place only for “artistes 

robustes de corps et passionnés d’esprit” and not yet appropriate for “jolies femmes.”123  

Clearly by 1842, this narrator is associating herself with the strong-bodied and inspired 

(presumably male) artists and has no connection to the pretty young women.  Sand’s 

autobiographical reflection is no longer a “naïf paysan” (LV, 353), a “pauvre poète” (LV, 

360), a “garçon” (LV, 344), or “un ignorant” (LV, 375) as in the 1830s Lettres d’un 
                                                 
123 Sand, Un Hiver à Majorque, 9-10. 
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voyageur.  By 1842, Sand presents herself as one who successfully navigates the harsh 

land and brutal climate of Majorca, all the while caring for her ailing lover, educating and 

feeding her children, and writing during the night.  This extremely physically and 

emotionally demanding adventure validates her identification with the strong and inspired 

male artist.  The tasks she performs during their time in Majorca, including numerous 

dangerous outings unescorted in perilous weather, underscore the strength of body and 

spirit she alludes to, and disassociate her from the assumed frailties of a feminine 

identity. 

All three of these works of non-fiction, along with the equally strong and un-

feminine narrative voice in her novels, contribute to her creation of the persona “George 

Sand” as a vociferous, prolific, and unapologetically mobile being who is unmarked by 

femaleness, but who is also not a man.  Through years of constructing this authorial 

identity that superseded on many levels the role of a simple pen name, Naginski explains 

that “Sand’s authorial persona increasingly came to inhabit the world and her pseudonym 

was less and less restricted to the literary sphere” (30).  The progression of this identity 

can be clearly observed through her Lettres d’un voyageur, Un Hiver à Majorque and 

Histoire de ma vie, as well as in her personal correspondence.  Her voluminous legacy of 

letters indicates not only a public but also a private commitment to the masculine side of 

her identity as she always signed her letters “George Sand,” and frequently referred to 

herself in masculine forms and with masculine grammatical markers.  The narrative voice 

that seemed contrived in Lettres d’un voyageur evolves into an identity that is presented 

as entirely natural and even predestined in Histoire de ma vie and is wholly embraced in 
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her correspondence.  In the end, Aurore Dudevant was so successful in becoming George 

Sand that even her son adopted her new surname and his children and wife became Sands 

instead of Dudevants.  Not only had Sand supplanted the almost exclusive male claim to 

genius and literary publication, but she had also usurped the husband’s role of name 

transferal. 

 

*** 

Sand and Flaubert: An Unlikely Friendship 

 

In 1857, twenty five years after Sand had begun making a name for herself in the 

literary world, a rather misogynistic Gustave Flaubert created one of the most 

remembered female characters from all of nineteenth-century French literature: Mme 

Bovary.  In spite of being written in the era of the rise of the female author in France, and 

certainly under the reign of George Sand, Emma Bovary did not represent an evolved 

post-1830 femme de lettres.  On the contrary, she was much like her 1829 predecessor 

Mathilde de La Mole, being a woman shaped by her consumption and ridiculous 

interpretation of literature.  Like Mathilde, Emma has read countless novels that fill her 

mind with visions of a more luxurious, romantic, and exciting life, which she tries in vain 

to recreate within her dull marriage and sleepy provincial town.  The disillusions Emma 

harbors eventually consume her, and the regret for not being able to live like a character 

in a novel, in addition to the massive debts she has accumulated chasing romance, lead 

her to suicide.  Although George Sand had such a triumphant career as an author, the 
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female intellectual would have to continue to battle derogatory images of the dangers of 

women reading, writing and assuming any traditionally male roles throughout the 

century.  Emma’s wretched ending echoes Corinne’s lonely death, Napoline’s suicide, 

and Camille’s complete resignation.  In spite of Sand’s success (as well as the eventual 

success of many other female authors), the fictional female reader and exceptional 

woman continued to face a destiny of silence. 

In 1863, the most improbable of friendships developed between this same 

misogynistic Flaubert and the proudly unconventional George Sand.  Flaubert, who had 

voiced a number of hostile feelings about women, was surprisingly drawn to George 

Sand and even eventually invited her to stay at his home on several occasions.  His 

fondness for her, expressed through years of regular correspondence, must have been not 

only a source of joy but also of triumph for Sand, in that she was able to earn the respect 

and affection of such a renowned yet chauvinistic author.  Their voluminous 

correspondence reads like an intimate conversation, with letters starting in mid-thought, 

philosophical, political and stylistic differences debated, joking back and forth, 

formalities largely absent, and Flaubert referring in the most unlikely of manners to this 

woman he had come to admire as “Mon cher maître.”  Much of the power and influence 

of George Sand can be captured in the symbolic weight of this address by the creator of 

Emma Bovary, who validates both the masculine side of Sand’s constructed identity and 

her own genius in those three words. 

Even in her letters to Flaubert, Sand continues to reinforce her sometimes double-

gendered, sometimes genderless, sometimes masculine identity.  She writes, “Il n’y a 
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qu’un sexe.  Un homme et une femme, c’est si bien la même chose, que l’on ne comprend 

guère les tas de distinctions et raisonnements subtils dont se sont nourries les sociétés sur 

ce chapitre-là” (SF Corr, 62).  In another letter she jokes with Flaubert, “Dieu, que je suis 

veau!  Je te laisse le titre de vache” (SF Corr, 73).  Her repeated insistence on the 

masculine (or rather disassociation with the explicitly feminine) aspects of her identity 

and her ability to exist outside the categories of “male” and “female” is as important in 

her letters as in her works of fiction and non-fiction.  Even Flaubert, her openly sexist 

correspondent, embraces this exceptional being, consistently referring to her in masculine 

terms such as “vieux troubadour” and “cher maître.”   

Through decades of embracing her constructed identity both publicly (through her 

narrative voice) and privately (through her correspondence as well as her dress and 

lifestyle), George Sand created the uniquely androgynous persona that she is able to 

explain and defend in Histoire de ma vie.  From her personal letters to her travelogues to 

her autobiography, Sand consistently conveys two primary messages about her 

constructed identity.  Firstly, she underscores the naturalness of both her talent and her 

transition from woman to androgynous figure.  Secondly, she reveals an unyielding 

commitment to her constructed unfeminine identity and a complete refusal to be 

categorized as a femme auteur.  Just as Girardin fought the bas-bleu label and worked to 

create fictional women who were superior to the misogynistic and exaggerated portrayals 

of “blue stockings,” Sand also creates a confident authorial identity unmarked by 

femaleness whose extraordinary work exempts her from the century’s derogatory 

conception of a femme auteur.  In consistently refusing to allow herself to be grouped 
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with women whom society viewed as a nuisance for their interference in the public 

intellectual and artistic domains, Sand set herself apart as an exception to the female sex.  

So convincing and thorough was her performance of gender and authorship that she 

became the exemplary “exceptional woman” that Mary Sheriff described in The 

Exceptional Woman: Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun and the Cultural Politics of Art.  Sand was 

so exceptional in her talent, her productivity and her unusual hybrid identity, that people 

almost forgot she was, in fact, a woman. 
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Conclusion: 

The Legacy of Literary Representations of the Exceptional Woman 

 

The conflicting portrayals of the femme de lettres in the works of fiction, non-

fiction and caricature studied here are divided into two camps, with the female authors 

working to create femmes de lettres with a natural and fruitful relationship with writing in 

implicit and explicit resistance to the male authors who tend to suggest the opposite.  

Whereas Stendhal, Blazac and even Flaubert claim to show the dark “reality” of the 

femme de lettres, Girardin suggests alternate, more idealized visions of women of genius, 

and Sand, through both her prodigious literary output and specifically through Histoire de 

ma vie, illustrates her own triumph as an author who happened to be born female.  From 

Corinne to Emma Bovary, the question of women’s relationship to literature is explored 

and debated by authors of both sexes throughout the first half of the century, each 

insinuating his or her own answer to the question of whether or not a “real” and 

“legitimate” female artist is possible and if she can succeed professionally.  Among the 

works studied here, a clearly gendered division presents itself in reply to this question.  

For the men, it is the female body and psyche that prove inhospitable to harboring genius.  

With Mathilde de La Mole and even Emma Bovary, the consumption of literature 

produced ridiculous and self-destructive women because of their uncontrollable 

sentimental and romantic nature.  Female sentimentality, therefore, was constructed by 

the male Realists as an inherent obstacle for serious intellectual pursuits (in spite of the 
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fact that sentimentality had been a cornerstone for the male Romantics and for Rousseau).  

For Balzac, who understood the nature of genius as essentially masculine, the fictional 

woman writer Camille was unable to reconcile her feminine need for love and her 

masculine genius.  The female authors, on the contrary, suggest that the female body is 

entirely capable of harboring genius, as they maintain that modern society is to blame for 

inhibiting women from successfully embracing a life of artistic or intellectual pursuits.  

Since it was society inhibiting her from becoming a writer, Sand worked to alter society’s 

perception of her by changing her name, clothes, even narrative voice and grammatical 

markers, while still remaining true to herself (the woman born Aurore Dupin) as she 

clearly explains in Histoire de ma vie.  She separated herself both physically and legally 

from her husband, shed her cumbersome dresses, created an androgynous name, and 

adopted a narrative voice unmarked by femaleness in order to escape the many logistical 

and psychological obstacles to a woman pursuing a career in writing.  In Girardin’s work, 

Clarisse and Napoline both embodied the genius that she thought possible for women, but 

because society was unwilling to embrace a female artist and intellectual, they were 

unable to marry a pursuit of genius with their duties to a patriarchal family and social 

structure. 

Although Staël and Girardin insisted through fiction that genius could be 

embodied by a woman, both authors created femmes de lettres who embraced silence and 

anonymity rather than public artistic production in the end.  The hesitation on the part of 

female authors before George Sand to confidently envision a more influential future for 

women writers and artists makes the fictional portrayal of the femme de lettres in the July 
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Monarchy feel a bit circular in its constant regressions by both male and female authors 

to this limiting Corinne legacy.  Staël and Girardin wrote women of genius who struggled 

to fully embrace their calling in a world hostile to their success; their characters failed to 

inscribe themselves into literary history through textuality and they all eventually 

accepted professional silence in the face of romantic love.  The “character” who was 

finally able to “come to writing” and who continually refused professional silence was 

George Sand.  However, Sand’s triumphant example is problematic for the legacy of the 

image of the femme de lettres since the persona Sand created was deliberately not female.  

Throughout her career, from her novels to her personal correspondence, Sand refused to 

allow herself to be considered another femme auteur.  Her fusion of masculine and 

feminine elements to create a “new voice” meant that Sand was not entirely 

representative of the femme de lettres.  She was uncategorizable, entirely other, a third 

sex.  Thus, Sand’s unique success could be dismissed as an exceptional case that was not 

entirely illustrative of the potential for female genius. 

 In a century where the genius of Mme de Staël’s Corinne and the magnitude of 

George Sand’s oeuvre are mentioned repeatedly by both men and women through fiction, 

caricature and newsprint and from one decade to another, how did neither of these 

women, or the numerous others who earned fame through writing, fail to secure a place 

among the many male geniuses in the nineteenth-century canon throughout the twentieth 

century?124  The answer to this question is certainly multifaceted: women’s omission 

                                                 
124 During the last twenty years, scholars like Naomi Schor, Margaret Cohen, Nancy Miller, and many 
others have worked to reconstruct the reality of French literature during the July Monarchy (and beyond), 
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from the canon is partially due to the difficulty of categorizing many of their works and 

partially simply because of their devalued position as the second sex.125  As Gilbert and 

Gubar explain, nineteenth-century western European culture defined literary authority as 

being “both overtly and covertly patriarchal,” thus leaving no place for a woman within 

this framework (45-6).  Based on the findings of this analysis, an additional and likely 

important piece of this complicated puzzle can be found in the fictional representation of 

the femme de lettres throughout the century.  The repeated denigration and silencing of 

the character of the female intellectual, with the exception of Sand’s self-portrayal in her 

autobiography, likely contributed to the eventual omission of almost all women from the 

nineteenth-century literary canon in that it reinforced circulating doubts that genius, 

previously understood as an exclusively male privilege, could be embodied by a woman.  

In spite of the successes of numerous female authors by the end of the July Monarchy 

(including Claire de Duras, Marceline Desbordes-Valmore, Flora Tristan, Marie 

d’Agoult, Hortense Allart, Caroline Marbouty, and those studied here, to name only a 

few),126 the fictional portrayal of the “type” of the femme de lettres remained steeped in 

failure.  Even through fiction, a repeated characterization of the femme de lettres opting 

for silence, surrender and resignation to the private and domestic sphere reinforces the 

                                                                                                                                                 
and to suggest revisions to our literary canon, meaning those works included in anthologies, reprinted and 
edited, and included on university course syllabi, in order to more accurately represent the most important 
literary works of the time, and to resuscitate some of the classics that have been forgotten for over a 
hundred years, many of them by women authors.  Although much progress has been made, and women 
authors more frequently appear on nineteenth-century course syllabi (notably Staël and Sand), there is still 
an immense lacuna between the general understanding of what constitutes the most important works of 
nineteenth-century literature and the historical reality. 
125 For more on these ideas, see Margaret Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel.  
126 For a more comprehensive list of female authors (specifically of the sentimental social novel) during the 
July Monarchy and the works they published, see Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel, 121. 
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existing paternalistic inclinations and the territorialism of the male literary establishment 

looking back on a century of writing. 
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