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    Behind the glitter of the footlights, a celebrated actress learns that the hardest role to sustain is the one the world demands she play beyond the stage.

A Mummer’s Tale, Anatole France’s novel of the Parisian theater, first appeared in French in 1903 under the title Histoire comique. Written at the height of the Belle Époque, it follows the currents of fame, desire, and reputation that swirl around an actress and the men who orbit her career. France, a leading French novelist and critic who would later receive the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1921 for his oeuvre, uses this milieu to examine how performance extends into private life. Without disclosing its turns, one can say the book studies ambition and ethics with a light touch and a penetrating gaze.

The novel is considered a classic because it condenses the glitter and unease of its age into a lucid, enduring form. France’s balanced irony and unadorned elegance reveal how social masks become second skins, transforming a backstage tale into a meditation on modern identity. Its portrait of celebrity, gossip, and moral compromise has remained persuasive across generations, ensuring the book’s continued place in discussions of European realism. As with much of France’s work, the surface charm conceals rigorous ideas, and the result is a narrative that pleases, needles, and lasts—qualities that help explain its long literary afterlife.

France’s purpose is not to mock the stage but to use it as a mirror. He anatomizes theater life—managers, critics, patrons, actors—only to show how the same scripts govern salons, newspapers, and drawing rooms. The author’s humane skepticism protects his characters from caricature even as it exposes the mechanisms of vanity and power. He invites readers to watch how a public image is assembled, rehearsed, and defended, and to consider the ethical costs of that labor. The intention, felt in every poised sentence, is to train attention on the distance between what is acted and what is lived.

Placed within the tradition of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century French narrative, A Mummer’s Tale extends the realist inquiry of Balzac and Flaubert into the sphere of spectacle. France brings the clarity of classical prose to the new social phenomenon of mass attention, examining celebrity as a market of appearances. The novel helps map the passage from romantic theater to modern publicity culture, marking a moment when art, commerce, and reputation interlocked. Its historical importance lies in this precise register: it captures a society learning to consume personality as a performance, a subject that would preoccupy many later critics and storytellers.

The book’s artistry rests in tone and structure. France favors an urbane narrator whose calm intelligence lets events speak for themselves, allowing irony to arise from juxtaposition rather than shock. Scenes flow with stagecraft precision: entrances and exits, whispered asides, the hush before a curtain rises. Dialogue glints, but observation rules, and details—the press notice, the bouquet, the appointment in a drafty corridor—acquire moral weight. The prose is measured, flexible, and exact, embodying the author’s belief that reasoned style best reveals unreasonable behavior. In this fusion of composure and scrutiny, the novel achieves its distinctive, quietly devastating comedy.

Its world is the theater, but the theater is porous. Stage managers negotiate with patrons; journalists trade intimacy for copy; admirers project fantasies onto the performers they barely know. At the center stands an actress whose talent brings her admiration and exposure in equal measure. Around her gather friends, suitors, rivals, and observers—some generous, some calculating, most a mix of both—each adding pressure to perform a version of self that others find believable. France observes how favors, reputations, and roles circulate, and how a career is made not only by art but also by timing, alliances, and relentless public attention.

Themes cohere around the mask: the mask worn for applause, for love, for self-preservation. France considers the volatility of desire, the bargaining that attends advancement, and the way social judgment hardens into fate. He is alert to gendered constraints, noting how charm can be demanded and then condemned, how grace becomes both opportunity and trap. Yet the novel also honors craft and discipline, recognizing the dignity of hard work beneath the dazzle. Ultimately, it asks what it means to be authentic in a world that rewards imitation, and whether sincerity can survive when life is arranged as a perpetual scene.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance is immediate. The apparatus that surrounds the actress—publicity, rumor, image-making—resembles today’s culture of branding and constant visibility. France’s analysis of how narratives are manufactured by press and public anticipates our media environment, where attention is currency and privacy precarious. His characters wrestle with the same dilemmas modern artists and public figures face: how to protect a self from a persona, how to pursue vocation without becoming commodity. The novel’s skepticism is never cynical; it clears space for compassion by showing how pressures distort behavior without denying personal responsibility.

A Mummer’s Tale endures not only for what it says but for how it says it. France’s restraint invites readers to do interpretive work, to weigh gestures, silences, and small choices. That technique has made the book a touchstone in portrayals of backstage life and a reference point for studies of performance as a social metaphor. Its combination of psychological insight and civic commentary keeps it vital in classrooms and private reading alike. The novel’s legacy is thus twofold: a finely made story about actors and an instrument for thinking about the roles that organize modern society.

Key facts frame this reading. The author is Anatole France, a central figure of Third Republic letters, whose wider body of work was recognized with the 1921 Nobel Prize in Literature. The book first appeared in 1903, in French as Histoire comique, and is now widely known in English as A Mummer’s Tale. Set in the Belle Époque’s theatrical world, it follows an actress navigating art, ambition, and scrutiny. France’s intention is diagnostic rather than sensational: to trace the ethics of visibility, the commerce of attention, and the pressures that turn life into spectacle, all without sacrificing sympathy for human frailty.

To read A Mummer’s Tale is to encounter a clear mind taking the measure of a glittering age. It offers the pleasures of wit, the interest of a backstage narrative, and the gravity of a moral inquiry conducted without rancor. Themes of identity, performance, power, and desire resonate because they describe conditions that persist, only magnified by contemporary media. The book’s lasting appeal lies in this balance: it is graceful yet exacting, timely yet historically rooted. Returning to it, one hears a steady voice reminding us that the roles we assume can both elevate and imprison us—and that discernment is freedom.
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    A Mummer's Tale is set in Paris's theatrical world at the end of the nineteenth century. The story opens behind the scenes of a bustling boulevard company, where rehearsals, contracts, and small economies shape daily life. Anatole France presents the troupe at work, from the anxious manager to the seasoned comedians and ambitious novices. Among them emerges Felicie Nanteuil, a young actress learning her craft while navigating the uncertain routines of auditions and understudy parts. The narrative observes lighting calls, costume fittings, and the impersonal mechanisms of publicity, establishing a practical view of the stage. This grounded beginning frames the social stage that will soon surround the theatre.

It then retraces Felicie's path from a modest upbringing to the Paris stage. She arrives with limited means, supported by practical advice from veterans and a few wary friendships. Early performances are brief and imprecise, yet they reveal adaptability and discipline. Managers test her in diverse roles, while prompters and dressers provide the essential, unnoticed assistance that keeps productions moving. The book follows her habits of study, her reliance on routine, and the minor improvisations needed to meet a script's demands. This accumulated experience, rather than a single discovery, establishes her presence, preparing the narrative for the complex ties between audiences, critics, and patrons.

As Felicie's reputation grows, she attracts attention beyond the theatre. Newspapers note her appearance and manner, shaping public expectations before each new play. Invitations to salons and suppers introduce her to financiers, officers, and men of letters who view the stage as an extension of fashionable life. Among these admirers, one distinguished protector becomes persistent, offering favors that promise security and visibility. On stage, a capable rival contends for similar roles, and backstage alliances form and dissolve with each cast list. The atmosphere remains professional yet competitive, with rehearsals revealing how private ambitions influence the distribution of parts and publicity.

With the protector's interest comes an entanglement of schedules, contracts, and expectations. The manager balances box office needs with an actress's freedom, while playwrights revise scenes to suit changing casts. Social obligations spill into artistic choices, and rumors circulate quickly from foyer to press. A clear-eyed physician, friendly to the troupe, offers occasional observations on health, fatigue, and the accidents of chance that govern success. The narrative remains descriptive, showing how favors and jealousy shape a season without prescribing motives. Felicie's confidence grows, yet the conditions that support her visibility also expose her to scrutiny, prompting careful compromises to preserve momentum.

A minor indiscretion becomes public through a careless note and a gossip column, and attention hardens into scandal. The protector's pride is engaged, a colleague's vanity is inflamed, and a challenge is issued in the old style, with seconds, arrangements, and whispered cautions. Police and journalists hover at the edges, each seeking a version that will satisfy their audience. The theatre continues rehearsals under this pressure, adjusting casts and advertising to maintain receipts. The narrative records gestures and preparations rather than outcomes, placing emphasis on the ritual of honor and the bureaucratic routine that accompanies it, and on the company's wary patience.

To diffuse tensions and fulfill engagements, the company travels, playing provincial houses where the repertory must adapt to local tastes. The journey exposes the material realities of theatrical labor: dim dressing rooms, long trains, variable accommodations, and the constant demand to appear fresh before new audiences. The change of scene allows Felicie to reconsider her methods, listening to reactions unclouded by Parisian chatter. Managers renegotiate terms, newspapers continue their watch from afar, and letters circulate with instructions and promises. These chapters emphasize persistence and technique, showing how repetition refines performance and how distance can temporarily soften the conflicts awaiting return.

Back in Paris, a new play offers a central role that will test technique and temperament. Rehearsals are detailed: marks are set, gestures calibrated, intonations tried and discarded. Coaches and authors debate intention; colleagues supply cues and corrections; the director measures pace against the clock of the act. Physical strain accumulates, and hints of illness appear as ordinary fatigue heightened by anxiety. Critics rumor their expectations, speaking of authenticity, diction, and the elusive quality that makes an actress memorable. The preparation reveals the book's concern with craft, presenting success as an outcome of coordinated effort rather than sudden inspiration.

The premiere gathers the city's attention, filling boxes and corridors with familiar faces from previous chapters. Applause and murmurs alternate, and the company adjusts moment by moment, trimming pauses and emphasizing lines that find their mark. The consequences extend beyond the curtain: contracts are discussed, alliances reassessed, and newspapers prepare their morning judgments. Personal ties are tested in this light, especially those that had been strained by suspicion and public talk. The physician returns with measured remarks on fortune's workings, and the narrative records a turning point without reducing it to a single triumph or disaster, preserving the complexity of appearances.

The closing movement draws these threads into a calm perspective on theatrical life and the society that sustains it. The book presents the stage as a mirror of public desires, where roles are exchanged and reputations made by habit, industry, and accident. Without insisting on irony, it shows how affection, ambition, and honor coexist with bookkeeping and routine. Felicie's experience exemplifies the uncertain balance between visibility and vulnerability. The final impression is of transience and clarity: a portrait of a profession that converts contingency into form, and of a city that turns private episodes into spectacle while forgetting them in the next season.
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    Set in the closing years of the nineteenth century and the opening of the twentieth, the novel unfolds in Paris during the Belle Époque, roughly 1890–1905. This was the heart of the French Third Republic, a regime born in 1870 that stabilized after 1877 yet remained politically fluid. Paris was simultaneously a capital of spectacle and of debate: boulevard theaters, café-concerts, and the Comédie-Française thrived alongside a booming daily press and cafés where journalists, politicians, and artists mingled. The city’s electric lighting, department stores, and expanding boulevards embodied modernity, while its salons and ministries concentrated the power, intrigue, and anxieties of the age.

The book’s action takes place within the theatrical world—rehearsal rooms, greenrooms, and fashionable venues—interlaced with press offices and private salons. Neighborhoods such as the Grands Boulevards, the Opéra district, and Montmartre formed a social geography of pleasure and publicity. The setting reflects the institutions of the Third Republic: ministries on the Left Bank, the National Assembly on the Quai d’Orsay, courthouses at the Palais de Justice, and the Comédie-Française near the Palais Royal. This milieu, saturated with critics, patrons, deputies, and clerics, provides the stage on which ambition, reputation, and moral posturing collide, and where public opinion is manufactured as carefully as any theatrical premiere.

The Dreyfus Affair (1894–1906) began when Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish artillery officer, was convicted of treason by a military court in December 1894 on secret evidence. In 1896 Lieutenant Colonel Georges Picquart discovered that the real culprit was Major Ferdinand Walsin Esterhazy; the army suppressed his findings. France split into Dreyfusards and anti-Dreyfusards: republicans, socialists, and secularists against nationalists, monarchists, and many clerics. Émile Zola’s open letter “J’accuse…!” in L’Aurore (13 January 1898) transformed the case into a national crisis over justice and the state. The novel’s world of rumor, press columns, and salon intrigue mirrors this climate of partisan manipulation.

By 1898–1899, mass demonstrations, trials for defamation and lèse-armée, and a second court-martial at Rennes (1899) deepened divisions. The government granted Dreyfus a presidential pardon in September 1899, but full exoneration came only on 12 July 1906 by the Cour de cassation. The affair exposed the collusion of army high command, clerical networks, and nationalist leagues in shaping public narratives. A Mummer’s Tale reflects these mechanisms: the performative nature of authority, the costumes and scripts adopted by elites, and the way reputations are made or destroyed by the press. Its depiction of theatrical masks resonates with the masks worn by institutions defending their prestige over truth.

Anatole France became an outspoken Dreyfusard, writing in L’Aurore and speaking at public meetings between 1898 and 1906. His engagement sharpened his critique of militarism, clerical influence, and judicial abuse. In the novel’s milieu, characters’ careers depend on aligning with factions and pleasing influential patrons, a dynamic born of the same pressures that produced forged documents, secret dossiers, and orchestrated leaks during the affair. By embedding these tensions within the theater and newspaper worlds, the book registers how justice in the Third Republic could become a spectacle, and how audiences—readers, voters, theatergoers—were courted, flattered, and deceived.

The rise of the mass press under the Press Law of 29 July 1881 fostered unprecedented freedom and competition. Dailies such as Le Petit Journal and Le Petit Parisien reached circulations over a million by the 1890s; Le Figaro, Le Gaulois, and L’Aurore shaped elite opinion. Sensational trials, political scandals, and theater reviews were front-page commerce. The newspaper office became a power center, where editors balanced advertising, politics, and readership. The novel’s journalists, critics, and publicists operate in this ecosystem, turning private lives and premieres into commodities. Its scenes of planted stories and flattering notices echo actual practices of the boulevard press in fin-de-siècle Paris.

The Panama Canal Scandal (1892–1893) erupted when the Compagnie Universelle du Canal Interocéanique de Panama collapsed after raising funds from some 800,000 French investors. Investigations exposed widespread bribery of deputies and journalists; Ferdinand and Charles de Lesseps and engineer Gustave Eiffel were convicted in 1893. The scandal discredited parliamentary elites and tarnished the press through allegations of paid articles and suppressed reporting. In the novel, patronage, envelopes, and shadowy intermediaries evoke that legacy of corruption. Its skeptical portrayal of political respectability—smiles on stage, sordid backstage transactions—echoes public disillusionment with a Republic that could sell influence while preaching virtue.

Anarchist violence peaked in 1892–1894: Ravachol’s bombings (1892), Auguste Vaillant’s attack on the Chamber of Deputies (9 December 1893), Émile Henry’s Café Terminus bombing (12 February 1894), and Sante Geronimo Caserio’s assassination of President Sadi Carnot (24 June 1894). The government responded with the lois scélérates (1893–1894), curbing advocacy and tightening surveillance. The atmosphere of fear, police informers, and emergency laws lingered into the 1900s. The novel’s evocation of a city staged for spectacle but riddled with suspicion reflects this climate: backstage whispers about dossiers and agents provocateurs, and a wary public primed to conflate dissent, scandal, and crime.

Church–state conflict intensified with the Law of Associations (1 July 1901), which required authorization for religious congregations. Under Prime Minister Émile Combes (1902–1905), thousands of congregational schools were closed (1902–1904), and diplomatic relations with the Vatican were severed (1904), culminating in the Law of Separation of Churches and State (9 December 1905). Anticlerical leagues and Catholic committees battled in the streets and papers. The book’s satire of moral guardianship, confessional politics, and the exploitation of virtue rhetoric aligns with these struggles, suggesting that clerical and secular elites alike donned pious costumes while pursuing influence over schools, consciences, and careers.

The Belle Époque theater industry professionalized and commercialized entertainment. The Comédie-Française, Théâtre du Vaudeville, Théâtre de la Renaissance, and music-halls cultivated star systems led by figures like Sarah Bernhardt and Réjane. Claqueurs, press agents, and impresarios mediated success; the Prefecture of Police oversaw licensing and decency rules. Salaries varied widely, with provincial tours sustaining companies and Paris premieres defining reputations. The novel’s “mummer” inhabits this economy of applause and favor, where critics’ columns could elevate or destroy, and where backstage alliances mattered as much as talent. Its detailed social topography echoes the boulevard theater’s entanglement with moneyed patrons, politics, and the gossip-driven press.

The Exposition Universelle of 1900 showcased France’s industrial and cultural might: the Grand and Petit Palais were erected, the first Métro line opened (19 July 1900), and electric illumination transformed public space. Paris became a stage of modern transport, consumer display, and world tourism. Department stores like Le Bon Marché and Printemps, and cafés along the grands boulevards, orchestrated mass leisure. The novel’s settings—glittering foyers, cafés, and thronged sidewalks—register this modern tempo. Characters move swiftly between newsroom, theater, and salon, reflecting how urban infrastructure sped communication and amplified the reach of publicity, rumor, and scandal across the capital.

Women’s legal and social status evolved unevenly. Protective labor laws of 2 November 1892 limited night work for women and children; activism by figures like Hubertine Auclert and Maria Vérone pressed for civil rights and suffrage. Respectability politics coexisted with a regulated prostitution system, and actresses inhabited a liminal space between celebrity and suspicion. Property reforms such as the 13 July 1907 law granting married women control over their earnings arrived slightly later, but debates were active. The novel’s actress-protagonist navigates contracts, guardianship by patrons, and public judgment, illuminating how gender, work, and reputation intertwined in Belle Époque Paris.

French nationalism and imperial competition framed public discourse. The Fashoda Incident (1898) saw Captain Jean-Baptiste Marchand’s expedition meet Lord Kitchener on the Nile; France withdrew in November 1898, provoking nationalist outrage. In Morocco, the Tangier Crisis (March 1905) and the Algeciras Conference (January–April 1906) tested Franco-German tensions. Colonial campaigns in Indochina and West Africa fed images of glory and sacrifice. In the novel’s Paris, patriotic banter colors salons and newspapers, while theater benefits from patriotic pageants and military patrons. The book hints at how nationalist poses—costumes of honor and sacrifice—are performed for audiences, often masking opportunism and press choreography.

The Humbert Affair (1902–1903) exposed a colossal fraud: Thérèse and Frédéric Humbert fabricated an inheritance from fictitious American “Crawford” heirs to obtain millions in loans. When creditors pressed, the couple fled; arrests in Madrid (December 1902) led to a sensational Paris trial in 1903 and heavy sentences. Newspapers feasted on the tale of forged wills, hidden safes, and credulous elites. The scandal crystallized anxieties about credit, appearance, and deception. The novel’s preoccupation with imposture—roles rehearsed for public belief, reputations leveraged as collateral—echoes the Humbert spectacle, showing how elegant façades could conceal legal voids and moral bankruptcy.

The birth of the “intellectual” as a public actor dates to 1898, when the Dreyfusard petition movement—Zola, Péguy, Clemenceau, Lucien Herr, and Anatole France—asserted the writer’s civic duty. Trials for press offenses, such as Zola’s February 1898 conviction, and the proliferation of petitions and banquets made opinion-leadership a social force. The Académie française (which elected Anatole France in 1896) symbolized cultural authority entangled with politics. The novel internalizes this world: critics perform moral arbitration, and columnists wield power equal to ministers. It reflects a society where debate itself is staged, and where the authority to define truth depends on applause as much as on evidence.

The book operates as a social and political critique by exposing the regime of appearances governing the Third Republic. It shows how careers and verdicts are negotiated in salons and editors’ offices, the same spaces that amplified miscarriages of justice during the Dreyfus Affair. Through the theatrical metaphor, it indicts a public sphere in which uniforms, cassocks, and evening dress function as costumes legitimizing power. The manipulation of headlines, cliques, and patronage demonstrates how institutions prize decorum and prestige over fairness, allowing corruption and opportunism to thrive behind a curtain of propriety and patriotic rhetoric.

It further critiques gendered inequities and class stratification by locating an actress’s precarity within markets controlled by male impresarios, critics, and wealthy protectors. The spectacle economy reduces art and affection to tradable assets, echoing scandals such as Panama and Humbert that monetized reputation itself. By aligning theatrical fakery with clerical moralism and nationalist posturing, the book reveals a polity addicted to performance. Its scenes of planted reviews, backstage bargaining, and public poses diagnose a democracy vulnerable to manufactured consent—where the loudest ovation, not the soundest argument, decides what counts as virtue, truth, and justice.
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    Anatole France (born François-Anatole Thibault) was a French novelist, essayist, critic, and journalist active from the late 19th century into the early 20th century. Renowned for lucid prose, urbane irony, and humane skepticism, he became one of the emblematic voices of the French Third Republic and received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1921. His books range from historical novels and philosophical tales to literary criticism and memoir. Across genres he returned to themes of reason versus fanaticism, the seductions and follies of power, and the consolations of art, leaving a body of work that bridged classical tradition and modern concerns.

Born in Paris in 1844, France grew up among books; his early familiarity with the trade of letters shaped his vocation. He studied in Paris, notably at the Collège Stanislas, where he acquired a grounding in classical literature. As a young writer he contributed poetry and criticism to periodicals, absorbing the influence of 18th‑century moralists, Enlightenment philosophers such as Voltaire, and the clear prose ideals of French classicism. He also felt the aesthetic pull of late 19th‑century currents, including Parnassian poetics and Symbolist atmospheres, yet he consistently preferred clarity, balance, and wit over obscurity, cultivating an urbane, skeptical voice.

In the 1870s and 1880s, France combined literary journalism with public employment as a librarian at the French Senate, work that kept him close to political life while supplying the stability to write. His critical pieces, later gathered in the multi‑volume La Vie littéraire, helped establish him as a discerning arbiter of letters. Fiction consolidated that reputation: Le Crime de Sylvestre Bonnard (1881) introduced a gentle scholar‑hero and won readers for its irony and tenderness. He followed with Les Désirs de Jean Servien (1882) and Le Livre de mon ami (1885), refining a style that mingled erudition, compassion, and amused detachment.

By the 1890s he was a central literary figure. Thaïs (1890) explored asceticism and desire in an antique setting, while La Rôtisserie de la reine Pédauque (1893) and Le Lys rouge (The Red Lily, 1894) displayed his gifts for historical color and psychological insight. His essays in Le Jardin d’Épicure (1895) articulated a serene, skeptical Epicureanism. Elected to the Académie française in the mid‑1890s, he also undertook Histoire contemporaine, a four‑novel cycle published between the late 1890s and early 1900s that portrayed provincial politics and intellectual life with quiet satire, notably through the figure of the academic Lucien Bergeret.

France’s public engagement deepened during the Dreyfus Affair. He supported the campaign to exonerate Alfred Dreyfus and used his pen to defend justice and due process, contributing articles and fiction that criticized clericalism and political opportunism. The Bergeret novels reflect the atmosphere of ideological combat and civic hypocrisy that the crisis exposed. His satire broadened in L’Île des Pingouins (Penguin Island, 1908), a fable that compresses French history into a mock‑epic about a nation of penguins turned human, through which he examined institutions, greed, and credulity with playful erudition and a moralist’s cool, humane irony.

In the years before and during the First World War, France produced some of his most penetrating books. Les Dieux ont soif (1912) offered a stark portrait of revolutionary zealotry during the Terror, condemning the intoxication of purity and the machinery of political virtue. La Révolte des anges (1914) unfolded a witty, heterodox parable about rebellion against celestial authority. Alongside fiction he pursued memoir, in a series that includes Le Livre de mon ami and culminates with La Vie en fleur (1922). International recognition followed, and he received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1921 for the breadth of his achievement.

In his final years he remained a public intellectual whose essays and prefaces circulated widely, even as literary movements shifted around him. He died in the early 1920s after a long, prolific career. Posterity has alternately elevated and questioned his stature, yet his best works remain models of supple French prose and skeptical intelligence. Readers continue to value his irony, humane compassion, and classical lucidity in novels such as The Red Lily, Penguin Island, and The Gods Are Athirst, and in his criticism. He endures as a touchstone for writers who seek to pair moral inquiry with stylistic elegance.
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[image: T]he scene was an actress's dressing-room at the Odéon[2].

Félicie Nanteuil[1], her hair powdered, with blue on her eyelids, rouge on her cheeks and ears, and white on her neck and shoulders, was holding out her foot to Madame Michon, the dresser, who was fitting on a pair of little black slippers with red heels. Dr. Trublet, the physician attached to the theatre, and a friend of the actress's, was resting his bald cranium on a cushion of the divan, his hands folded upon his stomach and his short legs crossed.

"What else, my dear?" he inquired of her.

"Oh, I don't know! Fits of suffocation; giddiness; and, all of a sudden, an agonizing pain, as if I were going to die. That's the worst of all."

"Do you sometimes feel as though you must laugh or cry for no apparent reason, about nothing at all?"

"That I cannot tell you, for in this life one has so many reasons for laughing or crying[1q]!"

"Are you subject to attacks of dizziness?"

"No. But, just think, doctor, at night, I see an imaginary cat, under the chairs or the table, gazing at me with fiery eyes!"

"Try not to dream of cats any more," said Madame Michon, "because that's a bad omen. To see a cat is a sign that you'll be betrayed by friends, or deceived by a woman."

"But it is not in my dreams that I see a cat! It's when I'm wide awake!"

Trublet, who was in attendance at the Odéon once a month only, was given to looking in as a friend almost every evening. He was fond of the actresses, delighted in chatting with them, gave them good advice, and listened with delicacy to their confidences. He promised Félicie that he would write her a prescription at once.

"We'll attend to the stomach, my dear child, and you'll see no more cats under the chairs and tables."

Madame Michon was adjusting the actress's stays[3]. The doctor, suddenly gloomy, watched her tugging at the laces.

"Don't scowl," said Félicie. "I am never tight-laced. With my waist I should surely be a fool if I were." And she added, thinking of her  best friend in the theatre, "It's all very well for Fagette, who has no shoulders and no hips; she's simply straight up and down. Michon, you can pull a little tighter still. I know you are no lover of waists, doctor. Nevertheless, I cannot wear swaddling bands like those æsthetic creatures. Just slip your hand into my stays, and you'll see that I don't squeeze myself too tight."

He denied that he was inimical to stays; he only condemned them when too tightly laced. He deplored the fact that women should have no sense of the harmony of line; that they should associate with smallness of the waist an idea of grace and beauty, not realizing that their beauty resided wholly in those modulations through which the body, having displayed the superb expansion of chest and bosom, tapers off gradually below the thorax, to glorify itself in the calm and generous width of the flanks.

"The waist," he said, "the waist, since one has to make use of that hideous word, should be a gradual, imperceptible, gentle transition from one to another of woman's two glories, her bosom and her womb, and you stupidly strangle it, you stave in the thorax, which involves the breasts in its ruin, you flatten your lower ribs, and you plough a horrible furrow above the navel. The negresses, who file their teeth down to a point, and split their lips, in order to insert a wooden disc, disfigure themselves  in a less barbarous fashion. For, after all, some feminine splendour still remains to a creature who wears rings in the cartilage of her nose, and whose lip is distended by a circular disc of mahogany as big as this pomade pot. But the devastation is complete when woman carries her ravages into the sacred centre of her empire."

Dwelling upon a favourite subject, he enumerated one by one the deformities of the bones and muscles caused by the wearing of stays, in terms now fanciful, now precise, now droll, now lugubrious.

Nanteuil laughed as she listened. She laughed because, being a woman, she felt an inclination to laugh at physical uncomeliness or poverty; because, referring everything to her own little world of actors and actresses, each and every deformity described
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