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For Peter





I don’t aspire to the dignity of man. It seems to me too laughable to be much preferable to the servility of woman. […] So take me for a man or a woman as you wish.

GEORGE SAND TO ADOLPHE GUÉROULT, 6 MAY 1835

I am truly myself, in a word, which doesn’t stop pleasing me.

GEORGE SAND, HISTOIRE DE MA VIE

… the essence peculiar to François le Champi. Under its so ordinary events, such normal things in such everyday words, I felt a kind of tone, a strange emphasis.

MARCEL PROUST, DU CÔTÉ DE CHEZ SWANN






Introduction


Nobody makes a revolution by themselves, and there are some, above all in the arts, which humanity accomplishes without really knowing how, because everybody has taken charge of them.

– La Mare au diable (The Devil’s Pool, 1846)



WHEN I STARTED TO WRITE about George Sand, I imagined myself following a trail of the writer’s connections. I pictured untangling webs of mutual influence, parsing address books, calculating the result of a particular friendship, or critical reaction. All writing, I thought, is a form of dialogue. It talks to the writing that’s gone before it, to what’s going on in the surrounding culture and, on a more practical and immediate level, to the author’s editors and critics and – most of all – her readers. What’s written for publication can’t help but speak to the world of fellow protagonists, past and present and (perhaps) future. As readers, we too take part in this great, multivocal conversation with what we’re reading, and everything that what we’re reading is in conversation with, and on – in a ceaselessly ramifying net of connections.

I first came across George Sand during my life as a musician: this writer who was Fryderyk Chopin’s lover and whose name seemed a signifier of mysterious authority, a way of doing things which was left unspecified but felt musky with sophistication. Compared to ‘Sand’, ‘Chopin’ meant something altogether more familiar, a contained and lucid music. Since then, I’ve come to think of Sand as an exceptionally vivid example of how intrinsically collaborative literature-making is. A highly connected writer with a peculiarly public life, she was influentially innovative in her writing and had a large body of devoted readers. She was also a famously voluminous correspondent. Here, I thought, was a life deeply and visibly concerned with connection; lived, despite the Romantic norms of her era, against the grain of ideas about the solitary nature of ‘genius’.

Nothing I’ve learnt while thinking and writing about Sand has changed my mind on any of this. But another story has increasingly emerged within and through my first idea, like the palimpsest of an overpainted canvas. In this other story, too, Sand is an unusually well-drawn example of something that surely must be true of all writers, to a greater or lesser extent. But perhaps also of everybody alive. The emphasis in this version is less literary, more biographical. For what’s been painted over turns out to be a human face, and this second, hidden story is about someone who had to struggle to become herself.

In this version, the woman who was born Amantine-Lucile-Aurore Dupin de Francueil in Paris in 1804 reveals something about the nature of all lives as self-invention. And, since self-invention is precisely resistance to given circumstances, in doing so she slips the limits of country or language. Her story ceases to be a kind of costume drama and emerges as timeless. To become George Sand required will, imagination, chutzpah. In an era when both revolutionary and traditional forces were pulling at the social fabric within which she lived, she managed to emerge as one of the boldest precursors of that perhaps final hope modernity holds out: that we might choose what we become.

As one of the great novelists of the nineteenth century, George Sand knew everyone, le tout monde of the famous from poets to emperors. And a much larger, international everyone, ‘the public’, knew her. She was one of the most famous writers in the world, at a time when books had something of the glamour that would later surround, say, Hollywood movies; and in a century when their reach was increasing exponentially.

Some of her fame was also more personal. By the age of twenty-three she was a cross-dressing, cigar-smoking, highly successful novelist, living a racily metropolitan existence in Parisian bohemia. She had famous, or possibly infamous, love affairs with a series of famous and not-so-famous men, and at least one celebrated woman, and was the composer-pianist Fryderyk Chopin’s partner for nearly a decade. All this made it easy for contemporaries, particularly those men of the literary and journalist establishment – critics, editors, rivals – who were bothered by the idea of a woman writer, to caricature her as a figure of immoderate productivity and vast appetite.

This image of her as larger than life, a ‘female Don Juan’ cutting a figure straight out of Jonathan Swift or François Rabelais, persists. As with other great women writers of the nineteenth century (I think about Mary Shelley and Elizabeth Barrett Browning), her personal life has been used to occlude her work, and so obscure her place in the literary canon. Vita longa, ars brevis. While cultural literacy in twenty-first-century Europe still broadly includes La Comédie humaine (The Human Comedy) by her contemporary Honoré de Balzac, it may not stretch to awareness of the seventy novels that make up what George Sand might have called her Female Comedy. Her groundbreaking debut Indiana is every bit as moving as Emily Brönte’s later Wuthering Heights, a novel influenced by its author’s admiration of Sand; yet it’s spawned no pop-rock classic. Lélia’s hugely influential feminist critique of marriage is seen as no longer relevant; yet Victor Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (The Hunchback of Notre-Dame), published two years earlier and equally embedded in the particular social injustices of that time, tells a story which remains in popular consciousness today. Sand’s pioneering novels of rural life, such as La Mare au diable and François le Champi (François of the Fields) began to appear in the 1840s, predating Thomas Hardy’s Wessex fiction by decades. But for much of the twentieth century they were relegated to staples of the French school curriculum. Only relatively recently has their early role in the development of ecological thinking begun to be recognised.

And so on. George Sand deserves to be re-embraced as a writer: our own sense of literature will inevitably be shifted by our doing so. It will become that bit richer and more complex, its chronology of innovation rearranged. The paradox of her posthumous reputation – all personality, little art – is not only that in death Sand was described by Gustave Flaubert (whose Madame Bovary remains essential reading) as someone whose ‘name will live in unique glory as one of the great figures of France’. It’s also that in life she was deeply immersed within the to and fro that is the fertile humus of literary activity. That world of rivalrous coteries, of literary ‘little magazines’, of gossip and tendentious reviewing in bars and clubs as much as on the page, produces a continual buzz as of conversation, and it is as profoundly connected as it is riven by competing ideas and egos.

George Sand plunged into this world just at the moment when publishing in the global North becomes recognisable to us today: with the advent of mass literacy came the mass production of books and new periodicals. Editorial offices (and city bars) were replacing the closed world of artistic salons directed by aristocrats. Sand was no salonnière, unlike earlier writing women including Mme de Staël – or indeed her own great-grandmother, Maria Aurora von Königsmarck – but the very model of the writer as freelancer, calling in at the newspaper bureau to chat to her editor, or mailing in copy. This working, professional life, with its ceaseless, perfectionist standards exercised over details hardly apparent to the reader, is also a meeting of minds obsessed by literary writing: which Sand navigated as if born to it. As she wrote to a friend in 1831, ‘It’s a big thing to make yourself useful and necessary in a literary office. It gets you everywhere, even without camaraderie, and without one’s personhood appearing in the slightest.’1

So much, so sexless. But of course George Sand was handicapped by perceptions of her gender. Small wonder she so often dressed to pass – though she could not in fact disguise herself successfully – as a man. Instead, by suiting up as a garçon she was, criss-cross, acknowledging that to be a writing woman is a little off-centre: is queer. That to do everything she did – riding astride, going out and about to Paris theatres and bars, taking her desk in the intellectual mosh pit of Le Figaro’s office – as a woman was to violate the canon of acceptable behaviour.

Playing the garçon required a certain robustness, even from this woman who was barely five foot tall. In a writing profession that was shifting its historical association with private income the stakes were rising too: meagre publishers’ advances or poor reviews could mean literal penury. At the same time, in the early decades of the nineteenth century there were fewer professional writers than in the twenty-first, and fewer genres available to those there were, so that the intellectual community of even a great literary city like Paris or London really did resemble a turbulent, rivalrous village. This was a man’s world of networking in smoke-filled rooms, and George Sand was almost the first woman to join in with its long, continuing argument. (George Eliot, for example, would only emerge in London a couple of decades later.)

Sand didn’t enter these rooms by being somebody’s muse, some Alma Mahler of her particular time and place. Nor was she helped along by a powerful older partner (as George Eliot, say, would be). On the contrary, after the failure of her marriage she consistently chose romantic liaisons with men who were younger, and generally less distinguished, than herself. The male arm on which she entered Parisian literary life, for example, belonged to one such lover, the student Jules Sandeau, with whom, as ‘J. Sand’, she co-authored her first published fiction. Soon, however, he was proving unable to keep up the literary pace, and she was taking on the whole of their joint commissions. So that, though writing under (almost) his name was what allowed her to start taking part in the writing world, he was far indeed from any kind of mentor. Indeed, what he most resembles is a sort of literary beard.

All biography includes an element of recuperation. It’s a kind of rereading of the facts of a life that – like translation, like editing – is necessarily interpretive. It also has everything to do with reputation. And this puzzle of reputation-making turns out to be at the heart of George Sand’s story. It has helped and hindered the reading of her work; it also shaped her life. Within and also beyond the ways that she wrestled with gender, what she was seen to be determined who she got to be to an extraordinary extent.

In the second quarter of the twenty-first century, personal identity gets rehearsed but also performed. Fake it till you make it; or at least make yourself appear however you want (selfies all round). A century and a half earlier, George Sand was the pioneer of the convincing impression. We respond to each of her performances, just as her contemporaries did. From this distance, we can see how she responded to their responses – how she created herself within their attention. It’s a collaborative, corresponding relationship. Now, rereading the author and her works, we help recreate her once again. For reading is the most inclusive form of literary dialogue and, as Sand wrote, change happens ‘above all in the arts’ when ‘everybody has taken charge’.




ONE

Dawn

WHERE ELSE TO START BUT with dawn, and the girl whose name that was? Dawn – Aurore – was born Amantine-Aurore-Lucile Dupin de Francueil on 1 July 1804.1 Or rather, on 12 Messidor Year XII, according to the French Republican calendar then in use. She had been conceived in the French Republic; by the time she was born the First French Empire was two and a half months old. Her parents’ secret marriage on 16 Prairial, a month before her arrival, had gained her legitimacy and the patronym Dupin de Francueil; and her father named her Aurore after his own aristocratic mother, Marie-Aurore de Saxe. But Aurore’s mother was a working-class Parisienne, and her birth was a moment of slippage: in history, in class, in identities.2 In geography, too. By the time she was four, Aurore would be living not on the impoverished city block where she was born but in her grandmother’s historic manor at the heart of rural France. This great house would become one of the most stabilising influences and longest loves of her life.

Light, dark: spider, cloud. If childhood is a plunge into vividness, country childhood is a plunge into what was until recently a shared world of vivid experience. Before industrialisation almost every child growing up in Europe, whether their father was the village baker or led a battalion in the French Army, understood the crunch of trampled leaves, the way ice fractures in a puddle. Ordinary children played outdoors. As, albeit in other, more often organised ways, did those living lives of privilege; who took riding lessons, or botany walks with tutors. And so, in different ways in their differing neighbourhoods, did city children, for, rus in urbe, eighteenth-century countryside still interpenetrated all but the densest European metropolis. Livestock and wild creatures in bizarre variety – baskets of thrushes, yoked buffalo – were trampled through town to market. Rats and mice, birds and bats were co-inhabitants of town houses, shops, city shanties. In the absence of industrial pesticides, spaces indoors and out were sewn with insects. Wasps at the meat safe; daddy-long-legs behind shutters.

At the turn of the nineteenth century most French children, whether they were growing up in a slum or a chateau, knew that horseflies are iridescent, or how to catch the leaves falling from plane trees. Aurore’s childhood was in this respect absolutely typical. Villages like the one she would be raised in were inseparable from the surrounding fields and forests on which they depended. Many would remain that way for the rest of the century even as, elsewhere, industrialisation gathered pace. In the famously enduring glimpse Marcel Proust gives of his childhood at Combray, in the Normandy department of Calvados, blackthorn still flowers along Le Côté de Guermantes (The Guermantes Way) in the 1870s. Even in the twenty-first century, at first glance nothing much seems to have changed in those regions by now relegated to a kind of minority status as la France profonde.

The 1870s would be the final decade of Aurore’s life in her own country home, further south than Combray and close to the very centre point of France. Today, that home is one of a pair of settlements double-barrelled as Nohant-Vic, in what’s now the central French department of Indre. Nohant itself is spared the D943 road which spatchcocks its slightly larger neighbour Vic. Tawny-stuccoed and limestone houses still stand quietly around the modest square linking its church and manor house, those twin pivots of traditional power. Yet, for all the attractive immediacy of the raked sand and neat poplars, the pretty shuttered dormers, the church of Sainte-Anne with its homely narthex – wooden pillars and a catslide roof – Nohant is no longer typical of contemporary French life. It’s become a museum piece, emptied of the quotidian.

In the second quarter of the twenty-first century, less than one-fifth of the French population still lives in the countryside, a loss that prettification by Les Plus Beaux Villages schemes can do nothing to disguise. And Nohant’s little manoir is literally a museum. In 1961 the Maison de George Sand opened in what the novelist herself described as a ‘modest manor from the time of Louis XIV […] part of the hamlet, forming, with no more pomp than any house in the village, one side of the rustic square’. This description in her 1854–5 autobiography Histoire de ma vie (Story of My Life) pulls back to describe its ‘humble, calm and quiet surroundings’, where ‘there are some twenty [dwellings] clustering about the manor like neighbours, so to speak,’ and sharing a view of ‘the rich brown furrows, the great walnut trees with their full crowns, the shaded lanes, the tousled bushes, the overgrown churchyard, the little tiled belfry, the ancient portico, the tall, half-ruined elms’.3

Pull back a little further and, under a mile north of Nohant, contemporary life returns, albeit sleepily, in neighbouring Vic. A busy road separates the Romanesque church of Saint-Martin from what remains of the rest of a village square. This leg of the departmental road rules a diagonal across the level countryside between Châteauroux and La Châtre, in (Sand again) ‘the Noire valley, a […] central location in the most level part of the country, in a large belt of grain land [with] a wide blue horizon’. It’s deep France indeed: just thirty miles from the country’s geographical centre, a fact that’s still marked by a monument raised in 1799 in another of the region’s unassuming villages, Bruère-Allichamps.

This celebration of the Romantic era’s emergent discipline of scientific geophysical measurement was peculiarly apt to the First Republic, then seven years old, and its revolutionary redistributions of property and opportunity. Henceforth terrain might be a question of geophysical fact, not mere hereditary ownership. This new, literally earthy territoriality was of a piece with the calendrical revolution which had taken place six years earlier. In October 1793, the French Constitution abolished the Gregorian calendar, with its ramifying religious and pagan cultural history: including the Catholic feast days whose regular pleasures cemented the hold of the Church on the population. The new, secular Republican year started with the spring equinox. Its twelve months, slightly out of step with traditional divisions, were called after their country season: germination, blossom, harvest. Every day of the year was renamed for flora or fauna or after the tools of practical crafts and rural tasks.

Thermidor, fructidor, écluse and escourgeon. Today it’s hard to hear in this clutter of nomenclature a hitherto disenfranchised population reclaiming the world around them. Instead, it’s as if surviving elites had raided their education in that genre spanning the classical centuries – from Hesiod’s Works and Days of c.700 BCE to Virgil’s first-century Georgics – with results not in the end so different from the rustic kitsch of their late Queen Marie Antoinette’s Hameau de la Reine at Versailles.4 The anglophone ear snags on pastoral curio. To much of the post-communist world, on the other hand, the Republican calendar seems to foreshadow back-to-the-land anti-intellectualism, or the heroically mindless labour celebrated by social realism.

In the event, after just over a dozen years the whole unwieldy system was abolished by Napoléon on 1 January 1806. But reading backwards is inevitably anachronistic. The idea Gilbert Romme had advocated in 1793 was intended to draw on the shared experience of the farming – which is to say the gustatory – year as a framework of social complicity. Ironically, given the Republican separation of Church from State, the religious iconography it was attempting to replace had long banked on this same humbling sense that ‘we’re all the same in the end’. In the stone flora swarming the Cluniac Romanesque churches of the Camino de Santiago in south-west France, or the Gothic cathedrals of the north, medieval masons celebrated the familiar world surrounding them. Lavish nature was quotidian, and universally available.5

In the early nineteenth century of Aurore Dupin’s childhood, Nohant and its countryside were still of a piece with such rural, medieval landscapes. One could have recognised them, for example, in the pages of Les Très Riches Heures du Duc de Berry (The Very Rich Hours of the Duc de Berry). That famously extravagant illuminated manuscript in the International Gothic style had been commissioned four centuries earlier, around 1412, by the great patron (and astute statesman) Jean de France. His duchy encompassed the whole of twenty-first-century Indre and Cher, including Nohant, where the chateau’s late-thirteenth-century turrets and crenellations, a more modest version of those pictured in the Heures, would survive as the ruined bastion Aurore came to know. (That the Heures was probably produced in Paris by artists from the Low Countries who never visited the Duchy of Berry only underlines the continuity and ubiquity of the rural experience it portrays.)

Its now-familiar images portray the calendar of Christian prayer, bookmarking that annual cycle with rural seasonal tasks and phenomena – snowfall, ploughing and, oddly to our eyes, astrology – just like the Republican calendar. And these illustrations are somehow childlike in their gem-like vividness. They have the unmediated brightness of things noticed for the first time. Lucid colours and attention to detail, like the close-up, childish concentration of the kind that Aurore would remember as an adult:


Between me and the fire was an old screen on feet, decorated with green taffeta. I could see a bit of the fire through the worn taffeta, and it produced little stars whose brightness I increased by squinting. So little by little I lost the sense of the phrases my mother was reading [to me]. Her voice threw me into a sort of drowsiness of spirit, where it was impossible to follow an idea.6



In the Heures, the ploughman doesn’t trouble us with his inner life, he just ploughs. The meadow is entirely and always meadow. It’s a vision of things that can be relied upon. In the fifteenth century, as in the nineteenth, continuity is central to rural life. Farming, predicated on predictably recurring conditions, works months in advance: country dwellers are surrounded by sights and sounds older than themselves. The ‘great walnut trees with their full crowns’ Aurore would remember from her childhood arrived in France with the Romans; the ‘tall, half-ruined elms’ were indigenous. This childhood immersion in the rich natural and cultural layers of the Berrichon landscape would prove so influential that it eventually led a future George Sand to produce some of the first ecological literature, and pioneering fictions of rural life.

If an ecclesiastical calendar gives almost metaphysical status to continuity and predictability, childhood takes these on faith. For the child, what was here already has been here forever. To four-year-old Aurore, a line of poplar trees in Nohant, a wall crumbling under its stone coving, the gardener and his dog, will be as old as the world, and part of what defines it. There’s a reason why Marcel Proust’s great multi-volume exploration of time and memory, À la récherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time), starts with the once-upon-a-time magic conjured by that single word, longtemps, which means both long ago and for a long time.

Perhaps it’s no coincidence that Proust was influenced by his grandmother reading to him from the novels, many of them set in the Berrichon countryside, that little Aurore would grow up to write. Continuity: discontinuity. Growing up in Nohant’s manor house as a descendant of aristocrats, Aurore would simultaneously have understood herself, a child born under the Republican calendar, to be a citoyenne of the new department. She would have been aware that she lived both in Indre and in what had been the Duchy of Berry. The old names for the French regions, changed only in 1790, would have remained in the living memory of the adults around her. A parenthetical vocabulary – half-occluded regional identities, the ghostly rhythm of an old calendar – was still stored in the collective understanding. It offered an early lesson in the distance between a name for something and its identity; in how things can get shaken loose from their starting points.

After all, there never was a child called George Sand at Nohant. There was, though, Aurore Dupin. She would grow up to write, under her famous nom de plume, around seventy novels and, among her non-fiction, the engaging, autobiographical Histoire de ma vie, from which we learn much about how that childhood appeared to her. The Story of My Life: French uses the same word, histoire, for both history and story. English is keen to separate what happened – history – from the telling of it, or story: a linguistic divorce bearing the weight of Anglo-Saxon empiricism, which believes that facts are wholly free-standing and exist regardless of who relays them. French suggests this distinction is spurious: that there are no facts independent from our account of them, since unless they’re witnessed, whether by scientists or policemen, scholars or bystanders, they simply can’t be in our human ken. But histoire as a tale can become the tale as a lie; we could hear Sand’s title as The Lie of My Life.

There is something particularly inhabited about George Sand’s writing, and Histoire is no exception. Part of its gregarious charm lies in its occasional, meandering repetitions; it travels, so to speak, the country mile. It lingers especially on the early years, as memory does: and as we – analysts, biographers, admirers – do when we try to retrace how a self is formed. This is memoir as reconstruction, a reworking by a master storyteller of her most important story: the one about herself. Sand, who compiled large parts from earlier letters, started work on the book in 1847, but its five volumes weren’t published until 1854–5.

Even the story of her birth, for example, becomes an anecdote. One day, friends and family gathered at her parents’ apartment to celebrate the marriage of her mother’s sister to her father’s friend:


They had formed some quadrilles, my mother had a pretty pink dress that day and my father was improvising a contradance on his trusty Cremonese violin (I still have this old instrument to whose sound I was born). My mother, a little unwell, left the dance and went into her room. As her expression hadn’t altered, and she had gone out very quietly, the turn-taking continued. On the final eight bars, my aunt Lucie went into my mother’s bedroom and immediately called out, Come, come, Maurice, you have a daughter.7



Sand tells us that her aunt, noting the colour of the new mother’s dress, prophesied good luck for this baby born ‘to music and in the pink’: a creaky pun on la vie en rose. But the detail I like best about that passage is its mention of the Cremonese violin. As her contemporaries would have been aware, Cremona is where all the best stringed instruments were made in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; most famously by the Stradivari and Guarneri families. It’s one of the glitter points with which the writer highlights her father’s standing as an officer and a gentleman.

Maurice Dupin de Francueil was a serving officer in the Napoleonic Army. Until a couple of months before his daughter’s birth in July 1804, he had been based at the large encampment at Boulogne. (Two months later this would be raided by the British Navy.) But his new wife was a Parisienne, and seems to have wanted to get home before the baby came. Sure enough, Aurore was born in the capital at 15 rue Meslée (now number 46 rue Meslay).8 This modest thoroughfare ran parallel to the boulevard Saint-Martin in what, since the Republic created the Parisian arrondissements in October 1795, had become le troisième. It squeezed alongside the unfashionable Marais, a district of formerly fine mansions from which the Revolution had chased out the gentry, before debouching beyond the porte Saint-Martin at the stuttering end of rue de Bondy. Seven years later that unprepossessing space would be landscaped with a huge fountain and named first place du Château d’Eau – and eventually place de la République.

But not yet. One of Auguste Bruno Braquehais’s astonishing series of photographs documenting the 1870–71 Siege of Paris and the Commune shows a burnt-out block at the corner of rue de Bondy and boulevard Saint-Martin. In the left of the picture, back from the ruined facades where balconies still hang intact, huddles the little Café de Bondy, proprietor – so its fascia announces – a M. Lesage. All hipped roof and picture-book second-floor gables, it’s a piece of small-town vernacular that has survived Haussmann’s elegant remastering of the capital city. And it suggests the lively subculture of seventy years earlier in which a young army officer, who has just made an honest woman of the demi-mondaine he fell in love with, might celebrate with friends when a brother officer decides to marry his sister-in-law, Aurore’s aunt Lucie.

Subculture, and also to some extent counterculture. The rue Meslée had a tradition of civil disobedience. During the riots of August 1788 it suffered so many deaths that the bodies from this street alone became an early feature of the Paris catacombs. A decade before Aurore’s birth it was a politically bohemian, sexually relaxed neighbourhood. In 1791 the Haitian Julien Raimond lived at number 33 during his successful campaign for civil rights of ‘free-citizens of colour, from the islands and colonies of France’.9 Philosopher and feminist Mary Wollstonecraft stayed at what was then number 22 from December 1792 to summer 1793, the period during which she met and fell in love with the American blockade-runner Gilbert Imlay, and while she was contributing to the new Republic’s education policy.10 In 1797–8 a clandestine publisher of fiction was operating out of the street.

But by the time of Aurore’s birth, the distinguished cabinet-makers Jacob Frères, settled in rue Meslée for three decades, had just changed their name to Jacob Desmalter & Co. and were creating extraordinary Empire furniture for Emperor Napoléon himself. The atelier of Louis-Léopold Boilly, portraitist and commercial artist, was at number 12. Five years on from the chaotic decade of the French Revolution, radical passions had given way to the quieter counterculture of artistic bohemia: not that the term bohémien would come into fashionable use for such alternative lifestyles for almost half a century.11 Still, this was a place where love ‘across the barricades’ of social divide was part of a recognisable pattern. One such relationship was the match between Aurore’s parents: Maurice Dupin de Francueil, aristocratic army officer and heir to the manor at Nohant, and working girl Sophie Delaborde.

For Antoinette-Sophie-Victoire Delaborde was, for all her splendidly numerous names, properly urban, and no better than she ought to be. Translated to London, we might imagine her full of cockney cheek and with the proverbial heart of gold. Her father, Antoine, ‘was a “master fowler” and “master birdcatcher”, in other words he sold canaries and finches on the quai des Oiseaux; having kept a small café with billiards in I don’t know what corner of Paris, where, anyway, he did no business’, although her stepfather ‘had an illustrious name in the world of birds: he was called Barra, and the name is still legible in the boulevard du Temple above a huge stack of cages of every size’.12

When it came to her own name, the woman her daughter would come to know as Sophie-Victoire embraced the pragmatic doublethink of her era. At first, as shown on her marriage certificate, she was Antoinette. George Sand tells us that her mother was called this as a child. The Revolution made the name unfashionable, especially after October 1793 when Marie Antoinette was guillotined. By the time she met Maurice Dupin in 1800, therefore, she was embracing Revolutionary struggle as Victoire. After their marriage four years later Dupin summoned up hopes of domestic wisdom and called her Sophie.13

He may have had reason to do so. For all the sociability of their shared life, with its music and dancing, the Victoire he had fallen in love with was a member of that ‘world of ambiguous morals’, as the Académie Française still defines ‘demi-monde’, ‘made up of frivolous women, often venal or kept, on the fringes of good society, but frequented by its men’.14 Nor had she ended up there through escapist middle-class whim. M. Barra may have excelled commercially, but he was clearly no protector of his stepchildren. According to Sand’s Histoire, he abandoned Victoire when she was fourteen. Though three years younger, her sister Marie-Lucie (to give her full name) was presumably cut adrift at the same moment. As Victoire’s daughter would point out, at the end of the eighteenth century what this meant for girls was ‘the venality of rich men who wait until hunger strikes and then blight innocent girls; and the pitiless rigour of social opinion, which permits neither return nor expiation’.15

Despite the enormous upheavals of Revolutionary French society, the liberty and equality both sexes had joined in the struggle to attain remained an overwhelmingly masculine privilege. Actually, when her father, Antoine Delaborde, died on 2 December 1781, Sophie-Victoire was only eight and her sister Marie-Lucie five, and we have no conclusive proof that they were able to remain at home even for the next six years. Their mother, who survived until the elder girl was seventeen, seems not to have intervened to support them. Perhaps she felt powerless too. She remains in the shadows of Aurore’s story, one in a succession of problematic mothers.

At whatever age the double catastrophe of abandonment and sexual exploitation befell Sophie-Victoire, we know that child prostitution, then as now, was fuelled by powerlessness and desperation. Sand calls it ‘This storm where [the sisters] were carried away like two poor little leaves that spin without knowing where they are, in this confusion of troubles, terrors, and incomprehensible emotions.’16

By ‘fifteen or sixteen’, Victoire was a chorus girl, a compars in ‘a small theatre’. By the time another decade had passed she was indubitably no longer innocent. In 1799 she gave birth to an illegitimate daughter, Angélique-Caroline.17 Despite the social cost, she didn’t abandon this baby to a foundling institution but chose to keep her. It was just the following year that she met Maurice Dupin, sometime during the two months to September 1800, while he was stationed at Milan.

For Dupin, Milan was a brief interlude of compulsory idleness, in which his military ambitions were forced to take a backseat to pleasure. As he wrote to his mother:


We pass our time here in carriage rides and dinners. […] In the evening, we go to races and shows, which are magnificent. There is a female singer and a tenor who are admirable. The ballets are very badly danced, but the decorations superb. In sum, forced by order to have fun, I decide to all intents and purposes to have fun.18



One of these execrable dancers may have been Victoire, who, as her daughter would write,


belonged to the vile and vagabond race of the gypsies [bohémiens] of this world. She was a dancer or, rather, something lower than a dancer, in one of the most disreputable of the Paris theatres, until the love of a rich man rescued her from this abject condition, only to impose upon her one more abject still. When my father first took up with her she was thirty, and living in a whirl of wild indiscipline.19



Yet capable of strategy, all the same. When, three months after his stay in Milan, Victoire turned up in Asola during the very December weeks that Maurice’s regiment was stationed there, it was more than simple coincidence. She was taking the gamble of surrendering her current ‘older protector’ for a relationship with a coming man; and a good-looking one at that. An anonymous portrait painted sometime around 1800 shows the dark-eyed youth, collar swathed in a cravat, near-black curls combed dashingly forward from a side parting. He doesn’t meet our eyes but gazes past us towards something more important: dreams of military glory, perhaps.

At Asola, the twenty-two-year-old Maurice had just been made aide-de-camp to Lieutenant-Général Dupont. As he wrote proudly to his mother, along with the commission came ‘a yellow plume, and a fine red sash with a gold fringe’.20 In practice, ribbons don’t put food on the table, and his commissions would prove a financial burden as much as a professional reward. In 1807, promoted to aide-de-camp for Napoléon’s brother-in-law, Général Joachim Murat, who had himself been made Prince français and Grand Duc of Berg, he would find that glamorous proximity to power so costly that, as he turned thirty, ‘his expenses […] exceeded his means […] he had debts for uniforms, horses and tackle’.21

But back in 1800, when Victoire tracked Maurice Dupin’s regiment seventy-five miles down the Po Valley from Milan, she was evidently mounting a campaign of her own. This required some patience. In Milan, the young officer who had fallen for her had become increasingly confused about what was going on. ‘Sometimes I believed myself loved, and then I saw, or believed I saw, that I was not,’ as he would tell his mother in a letter dated 29 Frimaire Year IX (20 December 1800). In the end he left the city to get over the affair, travelling via Bologna, Florence and Rome.

This havering was not simple coquetry on Victoire’s part. It’s complicated at the best of times, and in most cultures, for a woman to signal to a man how much she might be interested in him – to have him understand the nuance – without, for example, cramping his style. If she’s a woman society regards as immoral and promiscuous, it’s harder still: like driving with the brakes on, as Maurice’s account makes clear. At first, at Asola:


We spoke to each other little; we scarcely looked at each other. I seemed spiteful, […] she showed pride, despite having a tender and emotional heart. This morning, [sent to investigate a military alarm] at the moment of mounting my horse I turned to see behind me this dear woman, flushed, confused and casting upon me a long look expressing fear, interest, love […] I returned bringing news to the General. She was still there. Ah! How I was welcomed! How full that dinner was of laughter and affection! What delicate attentions she paid me!22



Yet that same evening, despite throwing herself weeping into his arms when ‘by unhoped for chance’ he found himself alone with her, Victoire refused to sleep with him. As she had to, if this were not to become just another sexual liaison. She had learnt by heart, as it were, what happened to an impoverished woman at the start of the nineteenth century if sex preceded declarations of fidelity.

All the same, it was a turning point. That night, since he was unable to sleep with this ‘dear woman’, Maurice instead wrote to tell his mother about her. And Victoire, having taken the plunge of emotional declaration, did not hold out for long. She seems from then on to have stuck close to her lover. The following May, when he went to see his mother at Nohant, Victoire followed, staying five miles from the manor in the little market town of La Châtre. Sand – who was of course by definition not there – can’t resist painting a picture of a returning youth newly toughened up by his military career: ‘He was bigger, thinner, stronger, paler; he had grown an inch since his enrolment, quite unusual at the age of twenty-one but probably brought about by extraordinary marches into which he had been forced by the Austrians.’23

War hero or no, in a town of fewer than 3,500 people Maurice’s assignations with Victoire at the local Black Head Inn soon caused a scandal.24 News got back to his mother, Marie-Aurore de Saxe. Every inch the aristocrat, she was distraught. From the next two years, and until after Aurore’s birth, Maurice would be torn between the two women: each paradigmatic of her own class, each as fiercely single-pointed as a diva, and each experiencing any attention he paid to the other as abandonment. ‘He would have to choose between his mother and his mistress, to deceive or cast into despair one or the other […] This was more than a battle between two loves; it was the battle of two duties.’25

There was, though, a particular hypocrisy to this parental resistance. Victoire’s history was indeed chequered. But, as his mother well knew, Maurice had also already had a child out of wedlock; the asymmetric social consequences of these two births would run like a fault through Aurore’s childhood. Maurice had fathered his son Hippolyte in 1799, when he was twenty-one. The mother, Catherine Chatiron, a carpenter’s daughter from (as her name suggests) La Châtre, was dismissed, and her baby taken away to be raised instead by a peasant family living conveniently alongside Nohant’s manorial stables.

This sounds like an almost rational mid-course between snobbish abandonment and acknowledged paternity. The Dupin estate believed it had paid Catherine off fairly and, in an era when mere survival was closely aligned with prosperity, Maurice’s son could grow up protected by, even educated at, the manor.26 But of course it ignores human feeling, a problem which would recur in Aurore’s upbringing. Why couldn’t Hippolyte’s own mother raise him under his grandmother’s sponsorship? The boy was even renamed, as if to scrub clean his identity: can the name chosen, Pierre Laverdure – laver dure: wash hard – really be a coincidence? Or do we read it instead as la verdure, the greenery of rustication? Family code for Hippolyte was ‘la petite maison’, a usual way to say ‘cottage’ in French, yet carrying here the comparative sense of the ‘great house’ of Nohant manor. The aristocratic de Saxe family is the House of Saxony, and the illegitimate son a kind of ‘outhouse’.

Whatever his emotional backstory, Hippolyte was toddling around at the manor by the time Victoire arrived in La Châtre in May 1801.27 And so it fell to a key figure in the inner circle at Nohant to scare off this latest figure of scandal. Maurice’s mother retained a former abbot as her estate manager, source of practical expertise and all-round masculine authority figure. Jean-François Deschartres had been Maurice’s tutor – and would in time tutor his children too. An educated man, who left the Church in 1789 to avoid anticlerical Revolutionary violence, this family protector seems altogether to have lacked sexual motivation around women.

Sand, in whose childhood he was to figure large, would later portray Deschartres as more assiduous than wise:


Under the Restoration, he would have gladly resumed his title of abbot […] but he had never taken orders […]. He had been a pretty youth, he still was when my grandmother took him on: clean, well shaven, bright eyes, and a prominent calf. Finally, he had a very good governor’s manner. But I am sure that no one, with the best will in the world, had ever been able to look at him without laughing, so clearly was the word pedant [cuistre] written in every line of his face and every movement of his body.28



Cuistre is one of those conceptual bundles hard to decipher in translation, since it means both pedant and bumpkin. That is, until one understands its original meaning: the lay helper charged with petty procedure within a church, where he has not been ordained, or university, where he has not been educated.29 A cuistre fusses over form without understanding content, aping a distinction he doesn’t possess: Deschartres was a cuistre in literal fact as well as style.

Yet there’s a sense, too, of something baulked, of aspiration beyond possible achievement, in the torsion of that cuist—. It opens up space for compassion and understanding – and that’s how Sand continues:


He should have been ignorant, greedy and cowardly. But far from that, he was highly learned, very sober and madly brave. He had all the great qualities of soul combined with an unbearable character and delirious self-satisfaction. He had the most absolute ideas, the crudest manners, the most arrogant language. But what devotion, what zeal, what a generous and sensitive soul!30



Two truths coexist here; as they seem to have done in that provincial inn during the early summer of 1801, when Mme Dupin de Francueil’s family manager tried to run her son’s lover out of town – and failed. For Victoire sent Deschartres packing: ‘More prompt than cautious in response, gifted with a liveliness of speech […] sharp and biting like a true child of Paris,’ as Sand would portray her.31 Very possibly a sense of being wronged helped Victoire stand her ground. It’s likely she saw herself as – or hoped to be – not so much a mistress as a partner. Wives follow armies. Why should she not accompany her husband on a visit home, if not actually to his mother’s house?

Sand’s naturally sympathetic account draws a veil over the fact that Victoire was five years older than Maurice, and at a delicate stage in her sexual marketability. When the couple met she was twenty-seven – not young for someone whose life expectancy when she was born in 1773 had been less than thirty – and any suggestion of ageing is particularly alarming to a woman reliant on sexual charm for her survival.32 So it would be no surprise if this single mother in her late twenties pushed to cement mere feelings – however genuine – with the institution of marriage.

Eventually, against his mother’s opposition, Maurice set up household with Sophie. He married her in the nick of time in summer 1804, a month before Aurore, their first child, was born.33 But it’s hard to paint him as ensnared. Their home seems to have been happy, Maurice playful and charismatic even in a domestic setting. From the rue de Meslée the family moved to 22 (now number 13) rue de la Grange Batelière, a twenty-minute stroll east in the direction of the boulevard Haussmann. Their daughter would recall a father who played with her and showed her off:


I vaguely remember quiet dinners in the light, and a dish of sweets that was certainly very modest, because it consisted of vermicelli cooked in milk and sugared; my father pretended to eat the whole thing just to amuse himself with my greedy disappointment. I also remember that, with his serviette knotted and rolled in various ways, he made the figures of a monk, a rabbit and a puppet, which made me laugh a lot. He must have spoilt me horribly, because my mother was forced to intervene so he wouldn’t encourage all my whims instead of repressing them […]. I’ve been told that […] he played with me for entire days, and that even in full uniform he wasn’t ashamed to carry me in his arms in the middle of the street and on the boulevards.34



But the young officer was often away from home on military campaigns. That Victoire (now consecrated as Sophie) continued on occasion to follow him suggests perhaps that theirs remained a kind of love match. And in April 1808, either because the three-year-old Aurore was now judged old enough to travel or because the trip promised to be a long one, Sophie-Victoire took her along too.

Their destination was Madrid; they were following the French army of occupation into the city it had taken days earlier, on 23 March. Sophie-Victoire secured a lift for herself and her younger daughter in the light, soft-top calèche of another army wife she knew, a Mme Fontanier, who didn’t want to travel to Spain with only a twelve-year-old groom for protection. Yet Caroline, no more than nine years old, was left behind in Paris. Leaving a girl child in a wartime city – even if she’s properly lodged where your sister can keep an eye on her – seems risky as well as heartless. This odd decision is never explained. Aurore would remember:


I don’t believe I was upset at being separated from my sister, who stayed on in the accommodation, and from my cousin Clothilde. As I didn’t see them every day, I could not imagine a longer or shorter duration of the separation that I witnessed start again every week.35



In a clever retrieval of childhood’s curious logic, the adult writer describes how instead she was heartbroken at having to leave her doll – more real than her sister – ‘in this deserted apartment where she must have been so very bored’.36

Aurore was about to be transported into what must have seemed at her age like a fairy tale: high-lit and dark, fantastical and grotesque.37 In Histoire, her account of this early passage through world history is framed by the portrait of a childish psyche still engaged with what Bruno Bettelheim would call ‘the uses of enchantment’, or as Sand puts it, the way ‘children [dwell] between the real and the impossible’. It’s a strategy that, whether or not intentionally, makes the whole episode feel like a nightmarish dream sequence, a kind of fugue state. Sure enough, as the two women, the child and the youth travelled through the battle-scarred north of Spain, ‘the more we advanced on our route, the more terrible the spectacle of war became’.38

Something of that spectacle can be glimpsed in Francisco Goya’s horrifying contemporary series of intaglio prints Los desastres de la guerra (The Disasters of War), which the Spanish court painter made in secret in the decade from 1810: especially the first suite of forty-seven, protesting against this very occupation of the city in which he lived by Napoleonic forces, as well as against the wider Peninsular War which would continue until 1814. In scenes unrelieved by any suggestion of meaning or higher cause, Goya shows human bodies becoming, over and over, the playthings of grotesquely imaginative evil.

Before this trip, Aurore ‘had killed a lot of people in my [fantasies and] military games. I knew the word [death] and not the thing.’ Histoire details the deadly war games which now surrounded her from the miniaturising perspective of a child. They include a puzzling echo on the balcony of a requisitioned palace, and the scabies, caught from infantrymen fresh off the battlefields, with which she would return home to France. Of a piece with this childish scale, Aurore learns what death really means by way of a pet pigeon. ‘I had never had such a beautiful toy, and a loving toy, what a treasure! But he soon proved to me that a living being is an inconvenient plaything, because he always wanted to run away.’ Petulantly, the little girl wants the bird killed. But, taken to the kitchen to see pigeons being slaughtered for supper, in a moment of comprehension she ‘saw the movement of the bird which died violently and the final convulsion’,39 burst into tears and would not touch the meal, even though the adults around her had in fact saved her own pet.

Another dreamlike sequence. In the yard of a rural coaching inn a serving girl hoisted her up to glimpse, through the windows of ‘the carriage of the queen’, the Infanta María Luísa, travelling in the opposite direction on her way into exile.40 The infanta was obeying Napoléon Bonaparte’s summons to join the rest of the Spanish royal family in Bayonne; her departure from Madrid, a few days earlier on 2 May, had triggered the doomed Dos de Mayo Uprising by the Spanish populace against the French occupiers. Public affairs: intimate encounter. Where and when might this lamplit glimpse have occurred? The adult Sand could recall only that the inn was either near Burgos or seventy miles further north, near Vittoira – today Vitoria-Gasteiz – in the Basque region, just south across the Pyrenees from Bayonne.41

Aurore and her mother could scarcely have been reunited with Maurice in Madrid before 8 May. But once there, they found themselves right at the heart of things. The family would spend two months living in the gilded splendour of a second-floor apartment in the palace of the deposed Spanish First Secretary of State, Manuel de Godoy. Though this sounds like a storyteller’s fantasy, it goes with the practical territory of realpolitik. Godoy was a symbol: not just Spain’s equivalent to a prime minister, but the Achilles heel of the outgoing regime. His Francophile sabre-rattling against Britain had led to the Spanish rout at Trafalgar; yet even after this costly naval defeat he had retained disproportionate influence as a royal favourite. Defeat is always economically and socially costly for ordinary people. Eventually, desperation produced a popular uprising and soldiers’ mutiny, the Tumult of Aranjuez, which on 17 March 1808 had intercepted the royal household just outside Madrid. The party were attempting to flee south from Napoleonic occupation of the north of the country. Instead, Godoy was now taken prisoner, and King Charles was forced first to sack him and then to abdicate in favour of his son.

This was the crisis that had given Napoléon the opportunity to send in his army of occupation, including Aurore’s father, to the Spanish capital – while claiming they were only there to stabilise the situation. (He had occupied the north of the country in just the same way, after pretending that he merely wanted access to Portugal.) Général Joachim Murat, commander of the French forces in Spain, entered Madrid on 23 March 1808. It was both practical and symbolic that he should occupy the piano nobile of Godoy’s splendid, centrally located baroque palace, which had been built for a previous First Secretary, the Marquis de Grimaldi, right next to the Royal Palace.42 Natural too that, as his aide-de-camp, Maurice Dupin should be housed to hand within the same building, albeit in more modest quarters. The Dupin family would remain at the Palacio de Godoy until Murat departed for Italy, to be crowned King Joachim Napoléon of Naples on 15 July.43

Even in wartime this was a glamorous setting. What little girl wouldn’t enjoy the princess fantasy of living in a palace – and perhaps learn a lesson of exceptionalism? The date of their arrival would have allowed Aurore and her mother to miss some of the conflict’s gruesome underbelly, including the immediate aftermath of the failed Dos de Mayo Uprising of at least six days earlier. The occupying forces – in which of course Maurice himself had a leading role – massacred the city’s civilians, turning even the lack of available weapons against the Madrileños and choosing to take any tool they possessed, from a lathe to a needle, as proof of their participation.

This militaristic revenge too is captured by Goya in his nightmarish chiaroscuro El Tres de Mayo (The Third of May). The Spanish peasant kneeling before the French firing squad throws up his arms in a gesture that is both the universal language of surrender and a crucifixion. The scene takes place at night outside the city walls, on the hill of Príncipe Pío: a Spanish Golgotha.44 The victim’s white shirt is like a shout among dun tones of night, earth and drying blood. His face is astonished, brown – that is, explicitly southern as opposed to French – and painted with a kind of cartoonish modernity, unlike the slightly mannered precision with which bystanders are rendered. His whole being is exclamation. In contrast with the other condemned civilians who mill behind this target, the faceless firing squad are all death. Immaculately equipped and uniformed, each adopting an identical stance to form a phalanx, they are a professional killing machine.

But tragedy can also be intimate in scale. On 12 June Aurore acquired a baby brother, a major life event for a child of not yet four. Maurice announced to his mother ‘a big boy who whistles like a parrot’.45 But Auguste Dupin would survive for less than three months, and Sophie-Victoire always believed that the Spanish surgeon who attended her deliberately harmed him because of ill will against the French occupiers: ‘She imagined she had seen […] this surgeon press his two thumbs on the new-born’s two eyes and that he had said between his teeth, “This one will not see the Spanish sun.”’46

Sand’s own recollection of her little brother’s blank stare suggests more than simple blindness: something closer to congenital illness or developmental difficulties. Perhaps the baby was oxygen-starved at birth, or maybe Sophie-Victoire – travelling under difficult conditions, then camping out in a deserted palace in the middle of a war zone – had picked up one of the many infections that can harm a foetus.

Whatever the reason for Auguste’s impairment, the whole family left Madrid in the first half of July, as soon as the surgeon pronounced Sophie-Victoire strong enough to make the trip. Together they passed through battle lines and shared transport with war-weary infantrymen:


It was no longer the Madrid palace, the golden beds, the oriental carpets and silk curtains. It was filthy carts, burnt out villages, bombarded towns, roads covered with the dead; ditches where we searched for a drop of water to quench our burning thirst and where one suddenly saw clots of blood floating. Above all it was horrible hunger and a scarcity that became more and more menacing.47



Both children caught scabies, and this infection would prove fatal for little Auguste.48

But it’s possible he was not the first baby the couple had lost. Sand seems to have believed there was a previous son, born in 1806, who also failed to survive. She transcribes a letter Maurice apparently sent Sophie-Victoire in May 1807, in which he writes that ‘our three children will soon need the resources and attention of their father’. One of the three was Aurore herself, and a second her half-sister Caroline; she assumes that the third was a child lost in infancy, though it may of course have been her half-brother Hippolyte.49 If a child was indeed lost when Aurore was a toddler, it’s true that she would scarcely have understood or registered what was going on.

To lose a baby sibling just as you turn four, on the other hand, is unavoidably traumatic; the whole family, plunged into grief, may be unable to provide a little girl with much in the way of reassurance. Besides, at four Aurore was of an age to grapple with clumsily emergent maternal feelings:


I don’t remember ever believing that my doll was an animated being: yet I felt a real maternal affection for some of those that I owned. It was not exactly idolatry [but] something analogous, relatively, to what fervent Catholics feel when faced with certain devotional images. They know that the image is not the object of their adoration itself. [Children] need to care for or scold, caress or break this child or animal fetish that is given to them as a toy […]. By breaking it they protest against lies. For a moment, they thought they had found life in this mute being who soon showed them her brass wire muscles, her misshapen limbs, her empty brain, her entrails of bran or straw. […] I loved breaking dolls [and] began to fall into the state of doubt that children have about the reality of these kinds of beings. A truly singular state where nascent reason on the one hand, and the need for illusion on the other, fight each other in their hearts.50



The child’s dolls are transitional objects just like the novelist’s characters. But is this only a portrait of the artist as a child with dolls? It follows straight after a passage in which Sand recounts her mother’s curious decision to take one daughter, and not the other, with her to Spain. The puzzle remains of what could so trump a mother’s care for little Caroline. Perhaps Sophie-Victorie wanted to play house with Maurice once more, appealing to him with (just) his own child? Underlining the oddness of her decision, she was heavily pregnant – ‘seven or eight months’ gone according to Histoire – when she undertook the arduous journey to join him in Madrid. For the birth of Aurore she had managed to persuade Maurice to follow her from Boulogne to the relative safety of Paris; this was exactly the reverse. It’s hard not to agree with Sand when she speculates that there may have been ‘a pinch of jealousy’ in the decision.

There’s a trace of something else, too: the faintest sense that as a child Aurore was a sort of doll for her mother. In the French for doll, poupée, we hear the English puppet and all that implies of mimicry and manipulation. ‘She wanted to bring me, and I was still a rather inconvenient personage,’ Sand drily observes. ‘It wasn’t a very prudent undertaking on my mother’s part.’51 It’s as though the adult is the childish one in this relationship:


She spoke purely, as birds sing without having learnt to sing. She had a sweet voice and distinguished pronunciation; her least words charmed and swayed me [but she] was truly crippled in relation to memory, and had never been able to link together
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