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			Albert Cohen

			French-language novelist and essayist

			
					Born in Corfu (Greece) in 1895.

					Died in Geneva (Switzerland) in 1981.

					Notable works:	Solal of the Solals (1930), novel

	Book of My Mother (1954), novel

	Les Valeureux (“The Valiant”, 1969), novel




			

			Albert Cohen was born in Corfu in 1895. He and his parents emigrated from the island in 1900, and he eventually settled in Geneva in 1914, studying law and literature at the university there. He proved a brilliant student, and went on to become a civil servant at a branch of the International Labour Organization. This experience proved highly inspirational for his novel Belle du Seigneur.

			His writing was influenced to such an extent by both his Jewish roots and his own life that some of his work has been dubbed “mythobiographical”. Even when his characters bear no overt resemblance to him, they often share his own values and beliefs, such as Zionism (a political ideology based on Jewish nationalism). Cohen is one of the most significant figures in 20th century Francophone literature.

		


		
			Belle du Seigneur

			Love as a fantasy

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Cohen, A. (2005) Her Lover: (Belle du Seigneur). Trans. Coward, D. St Ives: Penguin Classics.

					1st edition: 1968

					Themes: reality and imagination, true love, anti-Semitism, death, religion, postmodernism

			

			Belle du Seigneur was published in 1968 and was awarded the Grand Prix du Roman for that year by the Académie française. A tremendous success with critics and the public alike, the novel is the third instalment in a tetralogy which began with Solal of the Solals (1930) and Mangeclous (“Naileater”, 1938) and which would later be concluded with Les Valeureux (“The Valiant”) in 1969. The series follows the adventures of Solal, the main character, and his family, all of whom are fairly stereotypical Jews.

			In Belle du Seigneur, Solal is torn between his deep love of women and his obsession with maintaining his image as an ideal and therefore cruel man. The novel tells the story of his love affair with the naïve Ariane, who is also trying to mould herself into the image of perfection. But when these two ideal lovers are forced to confront reality, things take a turn for the disastrous.

		


		
			Summary

			Seduction

			Ariane d’Auble, whose dalliance with a Russian man has led to her being rejected by her family, who hail from the highest echelons of the Genevan aristocracy, attempts suicide after her lover’s death. She is saved by Adrien Deume, a social climber and low-ranking civil servant whose hotel room is next to hers. He takes care of her, falls under her spell, and ends up asking her to marry him. Ariane, who is emotionally vulnerable and whose social standing is in ruins, accepts. However, their marriage requires her to move in with her in-laws: Hippolyte Deume, a nondescript pushover, and Antoinette Deume, an uncultured member of the petty bourgeoisie and self-professed but hypocritical Christian. Ariane is despondent in her newly humble circumstances and is unfaithful to her husband. After living with Adrien for five years, she meets one of her husband’s superiors at a party: Solal Solal, a naturalised French citizen born in Greece, who is the Under-Secretary-General at the League of Nations (the international organisation charged with keeping the peace in Europe in the wake of the First World War).

			Solal falls in love with Ariane at first sight. Wanting to be loved in return for who he is rather than because of his good looks or his social position, he attempts to seduce her by visiting her in disguise as an elderly Jewish man. He then declares his love to Ariane, who throws a glass at him in fright and wounds him. The diplomat reveals his identity and berates her in frustration, then leaves. He is upset that she did not love him despite his apparently ugly appearance, and promises to seduce her the traditional way, using his looks and strength: “Female thou art and as a female shalt thou be done by. Vilely shall I seduce you as you deserve and as you want” (p. 38). He is convinced that he will succeed, declaring that he knows the ways of women well, and that Ariane is in no way an exception.

			To prevent Ariane from telling her husband everything, Solal offers him a promotion. Adrien is delighted, and begins to feel a certain hero-worship for his superior, even inviting him to dine at his home, to his wife’s great dismay. Meanwhile, Antoinette is delighted by the prospect of enhanced social standing, and sets about preparing a meal consisting of an enormous selection of very expensive, badly coordinated dishes. However, on the appointed evening, their guest does not show up. As it happens, five eccentric relatives of Solal’s, known as the Valiant, have arrived in Geneva and burst into his office at the League of Nations. Solal sends one of them to Ariane with a letter of apology, hoping to show her how strange his family is.

			The next day, Solal dispatches Adrien on an urgent mission and invites him to dinner at the Ritz a few hours before he leaves. Ariane refuses to accompany her husband, but is filled with guilt and later joins the two men. When she arrives in the hotel lobby, she sends word of her presence by telephone. Solal then sends Adrien off on a false pretext, leaving Ariane alone with him. He makes her a wager: if she wants her husband to get his promotion and be happy, she must be quiet and listen to him for three hours. Ariane accepts. Solal then talks to her about love affairs, explaining how women despise weakness and prefer men with the power to destroy, whether socially or physically. In doing so, he criticises Ariane and her husband. By the end of the night – paradoxically, one might say – he has successfully seduced her.

			Passion

			Adrien has departed on a mission for three months, his parents have left to visit a dying relative – so as to secure a share of the inheritance – and the cleaning lady only comes in the morning, so the lovers are at liberty to spend their evenings together. As such, Ariane spends half of her days making herself beautiful, taking boiling hot baths while reminiscing about their previous encounters. She worships Solal, and calls him her Lord; their love is her religion, and their sexual encounters are the sacraments. Solal feels embarrassed by Ariane’s submissiveness, but plays the role of a strong man to continue pleasing her. He believes that this is why lovers are appreciated more than husbands, whose weaknesses are too visible. Lovers are always perfectly groomed, and do not wake up together and see each other in their natural state, which means that they are never disappointed by each other. However, the diplomat soon proves to be the jealous type, and considers it a kind of betrayal for Ariane to talk to any man other than him. And yet, he cheats on her many times, particularly with his former lover, who later commits suicide when he leaves her. Despite all this, Solal feels very alone because he has no one to whom he can talk about Ariane.

			In the meantime, worried by the rise of fascism, he leaves for Berlin, where he is beaten up by soldiers while in disguise as an elderly Jew before being taken in by some Jews hidden in a cellar. Ariane is worried by the lack of news, and when she learns of his return, she spends a great deal of money and energy on acquiring beautiful new dresses, as she fears that Solal loves her less when her appearance is less than impeccable.

			The Deumes’ old servant, Mariette, returns to Geneva and discovers the affair, but approves of it, because she observes that Solal makes Ariane happy, and is convinced that Adrien was always destined to be cuckolded.

			Adrien himself, who is always away on business and rarely hears from his wife, who does not open his letters, decides to surprise her by returning home a week early – on the same day as Solal’s return. That day, when Ariane opens the door in her best finery, ready to welcome her lover, it is her husband that she finds on the other side of the door. In her disappointment, she decides to run away with Solal, and leaves the house in the middle of the night, escorted on horseback by her lover’s cousins while Solal himself waits for her in a hotel.

			And then?

			The next day, Adrien finds a farewell letter addressed to him by his wife. He is plunged into a profound loneliness, and regrets treating her too well and letting her see his weaknesses too clearly. He is so distraught that he tries to commit suicide by shooting himself in the head, but he survives.

			Ariane and Solal leave and go travelling. She is madly in love with him, and the couple make love constantly because they have nothing else to do, but they both begin to get bored. Solal is tired of their relationship, of always having to be the perfect lover, and of always having to come up with ways of keeping Ariane entertained, which are often expensive, as he senses that their social isolation is taking a greater emotional toll on her than she even realises herself. He goes so far as to start arguments and even break-ups in order to keep their passion alive. The lovers also feign illness, or fall ill for real, which gives them something to do and, paradoxically, makes them happy by giving their life a greater meaning.

			After being shunned by the other guests at their hotel, they rent a house and summon Mariette, the servant. The couple begin fixing up their new home, and Ariane sends Solal away during this time so that he does not witness the bathrooms being installed, as she feels that this is too trivial a matter for him. In fact, even though they live together, they still only see each other when they are perfectly presentable and address each other formally outside of the bedroom.

			Ariane becomes more and more sexually perverse and masochistic, convincing herself that she is only doing so to please her lover. However, Solal is increasingly frightened by this and feels trapped by their affair, so much so that he does not dare to admit to Ariane that he has been dismissed from the League of Nations and lost his citizenship, fearing that her love for him would diminish in the face of this loss of status. To remedy this situation and win his social status back, he goes to Paris, where his despair is only worsened when he sees that anti-Semitism is on the rise.

			When he returns to his lover, he learns that she had had another affair prior to theirs with a much older man, the conductor of an orchestra, which sends him into a jealous rage, as he believes that she should have remained his alone (aside from her husband, who does not count). From that moment onwards, he often berates her for that infidelity and treats her like a prostitute.

			Finally, after several trips which no longer hold any appeal for them, the star-crossed lovers return to Geneva. Both have become addicted to ether, and commit suicide by overdosing on medication and dying in each other’s arms.

		


		
			Character study

			Ariane Cassandre Corisande d’Auble

			The beautiful Ariane is the last living member of her family, who are part of the Protestant aristocracy in Geneva. After the premature deaths of her father, a minister, and her mother, she is raised by her aunt Valérie, who is distant and a zealous Christian. Ariane regrets marrying Adrien at a time when she was emotionally fragile. In fact, her roots in Genevan high society lead her to be disdainful of the lower classes and her husband and mother-in-law’s petty bourgeois origins.

			Her aunt disapproves of her life choices, and she finds herself living in social isolation when she moves in with the Deumes. As a result, she feels constantly irritated by Adrien, for whom she feels nothing more than fondness and pity. However, she adores her father-in-law, Hippolyte, and Mariette, a servant who has been with her since childhood, who hates the Deumes but works for them anyway out of love for her. She views her intimate relations with her husband as rape and only rediscovers her own sexuality with Solal. She then tries to convince herself that physical desire is moral and sacred, rather than animalistic. This idealism is criticised by her lover.

			She is also fascinated by fiction and often makes up stories that she tells herself while bathing or doing her make-up. She is also completely repulsed by anything that overtly reminds her of reality, whether physiologically or practically, including sneezes and going to the toilet – in her eyes, they are anathema to
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