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Is love necessarily antisocial according to Stendhal? Discuss with reference to La Chartreuse de Parme.



Stendhal’s views about love are set out in his 1822 treatise De l’Amour which, despite its failure to entice a readership, can be seen to influence his novels, with their often romantic take on realism, and dichotomous themes of love and society. He claimed that, for him, ‘l’amour’ was always ‘la plus grande des affaires, ou plutôt la seule’, having loved and obsessed over many women. However his analysis in De l’Amour is based on his unrequited love for one woman in particular, Mathilde, Countess Dembowska, whom he met while living in Milan. Despite his apparent desire to conduct a dispassionate investigation and write the general laws of what he calls an ‘ideology’, his own experiences are clearly have an impact on the text, combining ‘les soupirs’ with ‘les vérités’. The treatise is based on a Stendhalian conception of true love, or ‘l’amourpassion’, which he believes is almost impossible due to the weakness of man and the obstacles society puts in his way, especially a society that puts so much stress on vanity, as in France. Man is a prisoner not only of a society whose conformism destroys one’s ability to love, but of himself; Stendhal even maintains that he is incapable of describing this ‘amour-idéal’, painting a picture of man more tortured than fulfilled by his passion1. His novels, and especially La Chartreuse de Parme, undoubtedly incorporate his ideas about love, following the stages and symptoms he describes; but having been written many years later, with more experience and possibly a more objective point of view, they expand upon certain aspects of the treatise whilst putting less emphasis on others. Rather



1



Gerlach-Nielsen, M., Stendhal: Théoricien et Romancier de l’Amour (1965)
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than the pessimism that seems to come from his immediate feelings of rejection when writing De l’Amour, La Chartreuse does, in some ways, attempt to situate love in society, although the overriding conclusion one gets from the novel is of the very near impossible nature of this ‘véritable amour, qui occupe toute l’âme… et la rend complètement insensible à tout le reste de ce qui existe.’2 The contradiction between love and society is a thread which runs through all of Stendhal’s novels. For example, in Le Rouge et le Noir, the two central women Julien has affairs with are of a higher social rang than the protagonist, who yearns to escape his predicament - having been born into the working class - and the novel could be seen as a (failed) endeavor to reconcile these aspects of his life. Lovers in Stendhal’s works are always kept apart somehow, whether the barriers are physical (prisons, walls…), or abstract, yet just as strong, notions such as social status or religious devotion. However, the characters are determined to overcome these obstacles, and in doing so Stendhal presents what Bersani calls ‘an intelligent but total rejection of almost all forms of social participation.’3 Society is based on politics first and foremost, and although Stendhal says there is nothing more intrusive than politics in literature, it cannot be avoided, mainly because events which take place ‘ont pour théâtre le coeur des personnages’4, suggesting that society and people’s passions are inextricably linked. Nevertheless, the passion being alluded to in La Chartreuse is purely vanity, the satisfaction of which is the basis of any attempts to gain power in the society Stendhal is depicting. Vanity, he states in De l’Amour, is incompatible with happiness, since it is no more than an allusion to real 2



De l’Amour, chapter 9 Bersani, L., ‘Stendhalian Prisons and Salons’, Balzac to Beckett (1970) 4 La Chartreuse de Parme (Paris: Flammarion, 1964), p.419 3
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love. Hence the vain courtiers in the novel, believing themselves to be happy, cannot understand Fabrice and the duchess Sanseverina’s indifference to flattery, and even find pleasure from Fabrice’s misfortune:



La cour ainsi que le public étaient piqués contre Fabrice et ravis de lui voir arriver malheur; il avait été trop heureux. (p.321)



Just the phrase ‘social participation’ from Bersani implies a conformism to which the Stendhalian hero does not always adhere. Individuals have to follow the rules of convention, even if they just pretend to do so5, but those who can resist the pressure of a society united by a supposedly common opinion and living ‘dans ce faux bonheur tout matériel que donnent les monarchies’ (p.380), are destined to be alienated, since the response to a threat to social order is any action which may suppress the rebellious element, whether this entails imprisonment, banishment, or execution. For example, Ferrante Palla, a poet madly in love with La Sanseverina, who would devote his life to her, and yet who is condemned to death for conspiring against the prince6, is forced to live in near poverty in the woods outside Parma. On the other hand, Fabrice, the hero of the novel, does not begin as an anticonformist. He has been born into high society, and unlike Julien who uses the army, church, and aristocracy to make his way in the world, is simply looking for adventure and happiness. Yet it is through his experiences in various aspects of the social world, whether on the battlefield or in court, that he feels almost unwanted by society because of 5 6



‘Crois ou ne crois pas à ce qu’on t’enseignera, mais ne fais jamais aucune objection.’ p.147 ‘L’être que vous voyez n’est pas une poupée de cour, c’est un homme!’ p.382
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his very enthusiastic nature. For example, he considers it a betrayal on the part of the men he has fought with when they steal his horse:



Se voir trahir et voler par ce maréchal des logis qu’il aimait tant et par ces hussards qu’il regardait comme des frères! C’est ce qui lui brisait le coeur. (p.81)



It cannot be denied that he starts out with naïve expectations of war, revealed by his reactions in the face of a true depiction of military life7, and referring to fellow soldiers in terms of love shows how he is seeking for something in the wrong place, but the image of society he comes away with diminishes his desire to participate in such a world. Off the battlefield and back in society, Fabrice does find some peace of mind with the actress Marietta, who distracts him from the pettiness of the court8, but it is just ‘l’amourphysique’, based on a ‘plaisir du corps’ incomparable with the happiness of true love. This, along with the ‘amour-vanité’ he develops with la Fausta, does not serve to relieve his ‘sentimental inertia’9, and he recognizes as much, telling the duchess that he was ‘amoureux de l’amour’ (p.250). It is, in fact, when Fabrice is in prison and has finally found ‘le véritable amour’, that we have the most complete picture of happiness, suggesting the antisocial nature of love. When he first meets Clélia, she is surrounded by guards, signifying potential imprisonment, and so prison becomes, for Fabrice, a dream of love10, which is fulfilled



7



‘Ce qui le frappait surtout c’était la saleté des pieds de ce cadaver…’, p.71 ‘La petite Marietta, ajouta-t-il, me distrayait des pensées méchantes que me donnait le voisinage de cette cour’, p.186 9 Gerlach-Nielsen, M., op. cit. 10 ‘Ce serait une charmante compagne de prison… elle saurait aimer’, p.110 8
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