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			Gustave Flaubert

			French writer

			
					Born in Rouen in 1821

					Died near Rouen in 1880

					Notable works:	Salammbô (1862), novel

	Sentimental Education (1869), novel

	Bouvard et Pécuchet (1881), unfinished novel




			

			Gustave Flaubert was born in 1821 in Rouen. Passionate about writing, he discovered his literary vocation at a very young age. In 1841, he moved to Paris to begin studies in law, which he quickly abandoned. The author then settled in Croisset, along the Seine, and began frequenting the literary societies of the time. He befriended people such as Charles Baudelaire (French poet, 1821-1867), Ivan Turgenev (Russian writer, 1818-1883), George Sand (French woman of letters, 1804-1876) and Guy de Maupassant (French writer, 1850-1893), for whom he would be a role model.

			An obsessive perfectionist, he defended reflexive literature and dreamed of writing ‘a book about nothing’. His work, which is also distinguished by the depth of the psychological study of the characters, serves as a taste of the many developments that the novel would undergo in the 20th century. Flaubert died in 1880, leaving behind several unfinished novels and extensive correspondence.

		


		
			Madame Bovary

			Portrait of a bourgeois lady

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Flaubert, G. (1847) Madame Bovary. New York: Brentano’s Pulishers.

					First edition: 1856

					Themes: boredom, love, marriage, adultery, despair, suicide

			

			Inspired by a news item in Normandy, the novel Madame Bovary was first published in 1856 in the form of a serialized novel in the Revue de Paris, before appearing as a single volume in 1857. After its publication, the novel was a source of scandal: action was brought against Flaubert for immorality. He was later acquitted of the charge.

			Madame Bovary portrays a young bourgeois lady who is bored in her marriage and seeks comfort from passing lovers. The novel launched a true revolution in prose: the psychological complexity of the characters, the impersonal narration and the multiple points of view force the reader to draw their own interpretation of the work. Madame Bovary achieved great posterity in the twentieth century, during which it became an inexhaustible subject of study.

		


		
			Summary

			Part one

			Charles Bovary, a “country boy”, begins school in Rouen in the fifth grade. A poor and mediocre student, he still manages to rise to the position of health official. His mother forces him to marry a rich widow who soon dies of despair as she has been ruined by her notary.

			One winter night, Charles is called to the bedside of Father Rouault, a well-to-do farmer who has just broken his leg. He meets his daughter, Emma. After the death of the widow and sensing the feelings between the two young people, Rouault gives his daughter’s hand to Charles.

			After the wedding, the couple goes to live in Tostes, where Charles officiates. Very soon, Emma realizes that the reality does not match what she has read about in her sentimental novels. Charles is an accomplished husband, but devoid of mystery and refinement. His wife’s boredom grows day by day and she is increasingly sensitive to the hostility and jealousy of her mother-in-law. At the end of September, an invitation to a ball leads to the end of the young Bovary’s isolation.

			This event is a delight for Emma, who from that point onwards does not stop dreaming of it. She takes refuge in her dreams and in novels to fight her gloom and weariness. A year and a half after the ball, she is diagnosed with a nervous disorder. For this reason, the couple decides to move away for a change of air and go to live in Yonville. Emma is pregnant.

			Part two

			On the evening of their arrival, they meet Mr. Homais, the pharmacist, and Léon Dupuis, with whom Emma has a romantic conversation. After the birth of little Berthe, a bond develops between Emma and Léon. Léon wishes to declare his love, but his shyness prevents him from doing so.

			A walk in the neighborhood of Yonville accompanied by Homais and Léon gives Emma an opportunity to compare the flatness of Charles with the charms of the young man. She understands that Léon is in love with her, but soon, due to melancholy, he leaves Yonville. This first love seems to be doomed to remain platonic.

			Emma’s discomfort returns again, but one day, Rodolphe Boulanger, a landowner, comes into contact with the Bovarys when one of his farmers is in need of a bleeding. He finds Charles’ wife to be very pretty. Single and an inveterate womanizer, he immediately decides to seduce her.

			At the county fair of Yonville, Rodolphe pushes his attempts at seduction further. Later on, he suggests horseback riding to cure Emma’s neurasthenia. They become lovers but Rodolphe eventually gets bored and even afraid of the exaltation of his mistress.

			Emma then enters a period of hesitation. She is overcome with remorse, but the failure of an operation on someone with clubfoot that Charles thoughtlessly carried out makes her irretrievably detach herself from him. She then finds her lover once again with increased ardor.

			Emma dives headfirst into this relationship and borrows more and more money from Mr. Lheureux in order to buy gifts for Rodolphe. The two lovebirds make plans to run away, but this is just a trick, as the day before their planned departure, Rodolphe leaves the town alone, leaving the young woman a letter. Desperate, she falls seriously ill. She even contemplates suicide. While recuperating, Mr. Lheureux harasses Charles to recover the sums that he lent to Madame Bovary. Charles borrows in turn and lovingly takes care of her.

			To entertain his wife, Charles takes her to see a play in Rouen where, by chance, they meet Léon. Léon invites them to stay one more day in the city.

			Part three

			Léon obtains a meeting for the following day at the cathedral. He proposes to Emma that they take a carriage ride in Rouen (this is a famous scene from the novel that suggests their love-making, without anything explicitly said). Back in Yonville, Madame Bovary finds a way to return to Rouen for three days without her husband. There, she has a real honeymoon with Léon.

			Mr. Lheureux presses the couple more and more and pushes Emma to dangerously engage in a series of credits that are impossible to repay. Meanwhile, she manages to come up with various excuses to regularly visit Rouen. However, things are speeding up. The deadlines for the promissory notes from the pawn shop are getting closer and she cannot pay. Moreover, her relationship with Léon is falling apart: they are both bored. Emma alternates between hope and disappointment, and the passion wanes.

			Finally, Lheureux’s trap closes: he corners Emma and forces her to reimburse her debts, but she has no money. In desperation, she goes to find her lovers, who refuse to help her. Distraught, she goes to an apothecary and swallows a bottle of arsenic. The effects are quickly felt: Emma dies.

			Charles chooses a pompous mausoleum for the grave and falls out with his mother once and for all. He is left with only his daughter. Father Rouault is desperate, like Charles, who is harassed by the creditors. Charles finds Rodolphe’s letter in the attic. He learns about the marriage of Léon, and then he discovers all of his letters to Emma and can no longer doubt his misfortune. One day, he meets Rodolphe, against whom he holds no grudge. The next day, little Berthe finds her father dead on the garden bench. Meanwhile, Homais is overwhelmed: “He had just received the cross of honor”.

		


		
			Character study

			Emma Bovary

			Presented in a few consensual words, Emma is a romantic and immature provincial, a victim of romantic reading and illusions. She takes a husband and believes that she has found love, but she is disappointed and bored, and looks for passion elsewhere, in the arms of two men. She becomes bored once again, remaining unsatisfied and ends up killing herself. However, this does not sum up the complexity of the character. Several portraits are scattered throughout the text and they all paint her as a beautiful woman. The third person narration allows for varying perspectives. She is seen by her husband, by her two lovers, by secondary characters and by the narrator. All of these perceptions are full of desire. Sometimes Emma contemplates herself in the mirror and her own look is filled with desire. The men’s desire is only a pretext to her own, which is never fulfilled. Disappointment is always waiting.

			Her surname and first name reflect the struggle between the ideal, dreams, air, desire (Emma) and the landsman side (Bovary meaning “ox”). Her marriage (she then changes her name from Rouault to Bovary) is the first step of her ordeal, since she is then branded by this opposition between her dreams and reality.

			She constantly throws herself into a fantasy, which collides with the concrete and peasant world. Her imagination is nourished by the novels that she read in the convent. There is also an originality to this character: the author makes fun of his heroine whenever he can; in short, for Flaubert, Emma is no better than the others and all of the protagonists are foolish. This is also why it would be difficult to view Madame Bovary as a victim and an image of the feminine condition in the nineteenth century.

			Bovarysme is therefore the infinite possibility to dream and always be disappointed by reality. We will see below that this antagonism is at the heart of Flaubert’s style.

			Charles Bovary

			Charles is a simple and very common man. One could even say that he is a sort of failed provincial. Early in the novel, he is presented as ridiculous: he wanted to become a doctor, but he is only a health officer. Additionally, when, pushed by Homais, he tries a delicate clubfoot operation, he fails miserably and is forced to cut off the leg of the unfortunate patient.

			He loves his wife and never believes her to be guilty; he only learns of her betrayal after her death and this is likely what killed him. Above all, he is a clumsy man who does not understand his wife, does not realize that Léon, Rodolphe and even Homais are not his friends, and does not even see that Emma is ruining him.

			However, he is also one of the most endearing characters, who only really exists in the text before the appearance of Emma and after her death, rather as if the heroine took up all the available space (he is even given an inner monologue at the beginning of the novel, which, as we shall see, gives importance to the protagonist in the Flaubertian system). By a strange destiny and a curious reversal of the situation, although too late, in the end he becomes the same type of novelistic/romantic character that Emma might have loved.

			These two features, vulgarity and banality, and sensitivity and psychological depth, make Charles a character that is just as rich and complex as a real human being.

			Léon Dupuis

			Léon seems to be made for Emma: he is a fine character, delicate and romantic, who adores the heroine as if she were a goddess. Nevertheless, he appears ungrateful and completely lacks generosity when the young woman seeks help from him and asks him to lend her money: he refuses, even though, during their relationship, he had always benefitted from the generosity of his mistress.

			In short, like Charles, he is a mediocre man. He embodies the derision of romantic dreams, but in a much weaker way than Emma, who is full of strength and energy. Above all, he was the first step on the road to desire for Madame Bovary who, after him, yields to Rodolphe, before returning and possessing him in turn.

			Rodolphe Boulanger

			Rodolphe is a local nobleman and a great seducer of women. Flaubert has made him a kind of provincial Don Juan.

			Unlike Léon, he never has true feelings for Emma. He is showered with gifts from his generous lover, which puts her at the mercy of the lender Mr. Lheureux. When she returns to him at the end of the novel to ask him for money – offering to compensate him sexually -, he refuses.

			His most significant role is likely the ability to seduce Madame Bovary and initiate her to a carnal passion that she had not experienced before.

			Mr. Homais

			Homais is probably the most important protagonist of the novel, although he is a ’secondary character’. He belongs to the lineage of the sad grotesque that can be seen through all of Flaubert’s work. Indeed, we can consider, to name but a few, the characters of the clerk (Une leçon d’histoire naturelle: genre commis), Mr. Arnoux (Sentimental Education), Bouvard and Pécuchet (Bouvard et Pécuchet), etc. He is the epitome of human stupidity (Homais, derived from the Latin homo, hominis, meaning ‘man’).

			He is the model of the pretentious, pedantic and malevolent fool. Anticlerical but wanting a “religion for the people”, he is presented as a defender of private property and dreams of honor while rejecting the system. It is he who has “the last word” in the book, in a sort of bourgeois happy ending where the derision of Flaubert is apparent: Homais “had just received the cross of honor”.

			This character that becomes increasingly important only appears in the second part of the plot. He makes an impression on the town, where he is considered an intellectual because he is an apothecary, an “editor of scientific pamphlets” (only one
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