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			Preface

			BENJAMIN CONSTANT published the original French-language edition of his novel Adolphe with the Bond Street bookseller Henry Colburn in the spring of 1816. A Paris printing of the work by the firm of Tröttel and Wurtz soon followed, with each edition running to about 1,200 copies. Given the book’s prominent (and gossipy) reviews in both the French and English press upon its publication, Constant – who was then residing in London – submitted a letter of protest to the Morning Chronicle in late June: ‘Various papers have given the public to understand that the short novel of Adolphe contains circumstances personal to me and to individuals really existing. I think it is my duty to disclaim any such unwarrantable interpretation.’ To buttress his contention that Adolphe was indeed a work of pure fiction and not an autobiography in disguise, he proceeded to draft ‘An Essay on the Character and Moral Result’ of his work, in which he took strong exception to its critical reception on both sides of the Channel as a confessional roman à clef narrating the history of his well-known liaison with the most famous woman of the age – Germaine de Staël. This essay he handed over to Alexander Walker, whom he had in the meantime secured as the translator of his novel, to serve as the preface to the English version of the (phantom) ‘second French edition’ of the work published by Colburn early that autumn in London. Walker’s 1816 translation of Adolphe, which includes Constant’s initial retrospective preface, is here at long last republished by riverrun. Its copy text is based on the 1817 Philadelphia printing of M. Carey and Son, in whose catalogue of fashionable novels Adolphe appeared alongside Jane Austen’s recent Emma and William Beckford’s revived Vathek, newly blurbed by Lord Byron.

			Adolphe was the sole literary work, apart from his adaptation of Schiller’s tragedy Wallenstein, that Constant saw into print during his lifetime – and according to a letter written immediately after its initial publication, he even regretted its appearance in 1816 as a mere ‘impulse of vanity’ disguising the fact that he henceforth considered himself washed up as a writer. It was only with the posthumous publication of his secret Journaux intimes in the late nineteenth century that Constant emerged as a diarist of the magnitude of a Pepys or Amiel. Three other literary gems were subsequently discovered among his papers in Lausanne: the brief sketch of his early education and adventures in England, known as Ma vie (first published in 1907 and recently rendered into vibrant English as The Red Notebook by Douglas Parmée); and two unfinished autobiographical novellas, Amélie et Germaine and Cécile, both of which were eventually brought out, along with the first complete edition of his diary, in the early 1950s. Today Adolphe is considered one of the undisputed masterpieces of early nineteenth-century French prose fiction – a work so taut that, now over two hundred years old, it has yet to acquire a wrinkle. 

			During his own lifetime, by contrast, Constant was far better known as the author of a number of political pamphlets and treatises which, taken together, established his reputation as the foremost French theorist of classical liberalism – a modern Montesquieu who, ever since his student days at the University of Edinburgh, had become one of the major Continental exponents of the central political and philosophical principles of the Scottish Enlightenment. Indeed, in 1797, even Immanuel Kant published an essay objecting to a pamphlet in which Constant had defended the ethics of the strategic lie in defence of saving a human life. This is the Constant whose writings inspired the liberal bourgeois revolutions of 1830 in France, Belgium and Poland. This is also the Constant who was belatedly rediscovered by the anti-Marxist, neo-liberal French New Philosophers of the 1970s and 1980s. Read against Constant’s political writings, Adolphe can be considered a cautionary tale about the perils of the modern liberal subject, convinced of its individual autonomy yet unable to deal with the existential burdens of its purely theoretical freedom.

			Like those Enlightenment philosophes whom they emulated, Constant and his fellow dissident intellectual Mme de Staël often found it necessary to publish their works abroad in order to circumvent the Napoleonic Empire’s severe censorship laws. This was most notably the case with Mme de Staël’s pathbreaking study of contemporary German literature and philosophy, De l’Allemagne. Her first Paris edition of 1810 having been pulped at the Emperor’s express orders for being too ‘un-French’, she subsequently turned to John Murray, the publisher of her friend Lord Byron, to bring out a London edition of the book (in French) in 1813, for which she was paid 1,500 guineas. Even though the work ran to three volumes in a foreign language, the initial printing – which coincided with the Emperor’s stunning defeat at Leipzig – sold out in three days. Currently in England to drum up support for the allied campaign against Napoleon (and, with Tsar Alexander’s personal backing, for his possible replacement by the Crown Prince of Sweden, Bernadotte), Mme de Staël awoke one morning, like the recent author of Childe Harold, to find herself even more famous. 

			A year later, Constant likewise turned to John Murray for a London edition (again in French) of his most important political treatise to date, De l’esprit de conquête et de l’usurpation dans leurs rapports avec la civilisation européenne (‘On the Spirit of Conquest and Usurpation in their Connections to European Civilization’). A prescient analysis of modern totalitarianism, Constant’s philippic against Napoleon denounced the administrative apparatus of his predatory military police state as a systematic perversion of the fundamental political and philosophical legacy of the French Revolution – the guarantee of individual liberty (and, above all, of the freedom of speech) as an inalienable natural right. The vocabulary that Constant deployed in his book to describe the chief characteristics of Napoleon’s dictatorial regime (despotism, arbitrariness, subterfuge, prevarication, conquest, subjugation, enslavement) was virtually identical to the lexicon he deployed to describe the ‘empire’ of love over its two unhappy subjects in Adolphe – sometimes described as the first modern novel explicitly to diagnose the personal as the political.

			With the abdication of the Emperor and with Russian troops now occupying the capital, Constant hastened back to Paris in the spring of 1814 to see whether he might be able, as a political advisor to the newly established government, to exercise a moderating influence on the Constitution (or ‘Charter’) of the restored Bourbon monarchy. Despite his longstanding alliances (reaching back to the Revolution) with such deep-state eminences as Talleyrand and Fouché, Constant found himself relegated to the political sidelines of the Restoration. To distract himself, as was often the case during his recurrent periods of personal or political disarray, he turned to gambling and duelling and whoring, while also falling prey to what he described in his diary as an extended ‘paroxysm’ of unrequited love for Juliete Récamier, the premiere coquette of her age – and the most cherished female friend of his ex-lover Mme de Staël, who had now returned to Paris to re-establish her legendary salon at the Hôtel Lamoignon (and to recoup the two million francs the Bourbons still owed to her late father, Jacques Necker, the Genevan finance minister of Louis XVI). 

			On 6 March 1815, news of Napoleon’s escape from Elba reached the capital. Mme de Staël promptly decamped back to the safety of her home in Coppet, Switzerland, while Constant decided to wait out the situation in Paris. A month later, after a series of private audiences with the man he had only recently compared in print to Genghis Khan and Attila the Hun, he was officially appointed by Napoleon to his newly formed Council of State and invited to draft the ‘Additional Act’ that introduced a number of liberalizing measures into the new Constitution. This document was known as la benjamine, after Constant’s first name – a name that, given his astonishing volte-face, his critics could not resist transforming into the derisive Benjamin l’Inconstant. When Napoleon’s One Hundred Days were finally cut short at Waterloo in mid-June, Constant composed a brief ‘apologia’ (as he termed it) addressed to Louis XVIII in which he sought to explain his recent apostasy. Unlike Marshal Ney and Colonel de la Bédoyère, both executed as turncoats, Constant managed to have his name removed from the official list of proscrits. Having gambled his political ­reputation and lost, he considered it only prudent to take refuge in Brussels – where he rejoined his long-abandoned German wife, Charlotte von Hardenberg (a distant relative of the poet Novalis), that autumn.

			Just before embarking on what would turn out to be a nine-month stay in England, Constant observed in a January 1816 diary entry: ‘In England I want to be the representative of oppressed France’ – a France that, once liberated from the imperialism of Napoleon and the Ancien Régime fantasies of the Bourbons, might finally emerge politically as a modern (and rather Whiggish) synthesis of moderate republicanism and constitutional monarchism. Constant was above all travelling to England to re-establish contact with two of his old school friends from his Edinburgh University days (1783–85) – the prominent Whig politicians Lord Charles Kinnaird and Sir John Mackintosh (who in 1791 had published Vindicae Gallicae, a juste-milieu refutation of Burke’s Reflections on the French Revo­lution). Constant wanted both of them to read (and to help him publish in England) his latest opus – a much-expanded version of his previous apologia to the king, which he now conceived as a series of letters that would provide an eyewitness account of Napoleon’s One Hundred Days and a justification of his own collaboration with a despot whose will-to-power he had hoped to curb by constitutional constraints. Constant’s model for the book was The Substance of Some Letters, Written by an Englishman Resident at Paris during the Last Reign of the Emperor Napoleon, recently brought out by Byron’s closest friend, John Cam Hobhouse – a work whose Napoleonic sympathies immediately landed its French publisher and translator in jail upon its appearance in Paris in 1816. Constant’s fantasy of a London edition by Murray of his Lettres à Hobhouse was never realized. They would have to wait until 1820 to appear in book form in France as Mémoires sur les Cent Jours, en forme de lettres. 

			Constant had also brought with him to England an additional publishing project: namely, the manuscript of his novel Adolphe, which he thought might provide a further apologia pro vita sua – a work of self-exculpation that would reach back beyond his recent political compromises into the far more distant (and equally equivocal) histories of his heart. He had written the book a decade earlier in the fall of 1806, at the age of thirty-nine, while living in Rouen with Mme de Staël, still banished forty leagues from Paris by the vindictive Napoleon. She was at that point putting the final touches on what would become her bestseller, Corinne, ou l’Italie, the story of an Anglo-Italian poetess living in exile, tragically in love with Oswald, Lord Nelvil, a young Scottish officer in whose ‘mixture of timidity and pride, ­sensibility and indecision’ Constant recognized an image of himself. In her previous autobiographical novel Delphine (1802), she had cast him in the role of Léonce, while portraying her first lover, Talleyrand, in drag as Mme de Vernon – which inspired the latter’s celebrated mot that in her book Mme de Staël ‘had disguised both myself – and herself – as women’.

			Rousseau’s Julie, or the New Héloïse (1761) had inaugurated the European vogue for autofictions: indeed, in his posthumous Confessions Rousseau would explain in detail just how he had sublimated the frustrations of his real-life passion for Sophie d’Houdetot into Saint-Preux’s imaginary epistolary love-affair with Julie d’Étange. Goethe’s Sorrows of the Young Werther (1774) followed, as did Friedrich Schlegel’s scandalous Lucinde (1799) and Chateaubriand’s René (1802) – all received by contemporary audiences as romans à clef. When, in his 1816 preface to the English translation of Adolphe, Constant specifically mentions René, Delphine, and Corinne as having been, like his own novel, erroneously construed by the public as autobiographical revelations, he is of course being his usual disingenuous self. On the other hand, his serious (Kantian) claims for the autonomy of the aesthetic sphere cannot be ignored: ‘The rage to recognize in works of imagination the individuals whom one meets with in the world, is for these works a real plague. It degrades them, gives them a false direction, destroys their interest, annihilates their utility. To seek for allusions in a romance, is to prefer slander to nature, and to substitute mere gossiping for observation of the human heart.’

			Constant’s attempt to create a text that would work both as an exemplary fiction of high moral purport and yet function as an act of intimate self-vindication and revenge is evident in the evolution of its composition history over the course of the autumn of 1806. Constant’s relations with Mme de Staël were at that point seriously disintegrating. The two had become lovers and intellectual soul mates twelve years earlier, but over time Benjamin had come to feel increasingly resentful of Germaine’s ‘tyranny’ and ‘despotism’, even as he continued to depend on her sizeable fortune to defray his gambling debts. Though they had had a child together in 1797 – Albertine – neither was particularly committed to eventual marriage as a solution to their dysfunctional economy as a couple. Both had taken other lovers over the years – in the manner of Sartre and de Beauvoir’s distinction between ‘essential’ and ‘contingent’ relationships. In 1800, Constant had launched into a passionate affair with an Englishwoman, Anna Lindsay, thought to be one of the models for the Ellenor of his novel. More recently, in the fall of 1806, he had rediscovered his erotic dependency on another former mistress, Charlotte von Hardenburg, a German divorcee whom he would marry two years later – a fact kept completely secret from Mme de Staël, with whom he was at that point still officially living in Coppet. According to Constant’s diary, the ur-Adolphe was originally to be ‘our story’ – that is, the story of a character in the throes of a midlife crisis, newly consumed by his passion for a former flame while still entrapped by his simmeringly resentful commitment to a woman he had long ceased to love. In the end, he decided to drop this rather banal romantic triangle and instead relocated it to his unpublished novella Cécile, written the same year. 

			In Adolphe, by contrast, the central characters would instead be reduced to two, both locked into a fatal plot of mutual self-destruction, whose third actor would not be another amorous rival but instead ‘society’ as a whole – that generalized ‘on’ (in French) or ‘they’ (in English) that embodied the unforgiving force of public ‘opinion’, an anonymous, determining agent that had now replaced the metaphysical ‘fate’ of the Ancients, as Constant argued in the startlingly original essay on modern tragedy that accompanied his translation of Wallenstein. Here is how he would later phrase it in his 1816 preface to Walker’s translation: 

			[Adolphe’s] situation and that of Ellenor were without resource; and that is precisely what I have desired. I have shown him tormented, because he loves Ellenor but feebly: he would not have been less tormented, if he had loved her more. He suffered by her from want of sentiment: with sentiment more ardent, he would had suffered for her. Society, disapproving and disdainful, would have poured all its venom on the love which its recognition had not sanctioned. It is the never having commenced such connexions which is necessary for the happiness of life: when we have once entered on that career, we have no longer but the choice of evils.

			The French here reads ‘le choix des maux’ – but given the central role that the (Barthesian) discours amoureux plays in this tragedy of words both calamitously spoken and unspoken, the phrase should also been heard as ‘le choix des mots’.

			When Constant finished his novel in late December 1806, he read it aloud to Mme de Staël. His diary speaks of several violent ‘scenes’ provoked by this reading, scenes that encouraged him to keep his curt little manuscript sub rosa – while she instead went on to publish her voluminous Corinne the following spring to European acclaim. (Its immediate German translator was Friedrich Schlegel’s wife, Dorothea, the daughter of Moses Mendelsohn.) In his increasing estrangement from Mme de Staël (with whom he would only officially break in 1811, after her second marriage to the much younger John Rocca), Constant continued to give readings of his novel over the following years, presumably in order to gauge his listeners’ reactions against those of its primary audience, his alter ego Germaine – to whom he was trying (fictionally) to disclose the decomposition of his love for her, yet without causing her a public loss of face as the abandoned party. His diary records a February 1807 reading to a female literary acquaintance: ‘Read my novel to Mme de Coigny. Bizarre effect of this work on her. Revolt against the hero.’ Later that May, he tried the manuscript out on a male friend: ‘Read my novel to Fauriel. Bizarre effect of this work on him. It is therefore impossible to have my character understood.’ ‘Bizarre’ is one of Constant’s favourite adjectives (most often translated by Walker as ‘odd’ or ‘peculiar’) – and apparently the baffled reactions of his early listeners led him to revise his initial portrait of his weak-willed (and ‘bizarre’) anti-hero into a somewhat more sympathetic first-person narrator.

			Constant continued to pursue the public readings of his novel in various salons upon his return to Paris in 1814, noting for example in his diary that on one of these occasions ‘all the women in attendance melted into tears’. On 19 April 1815 – the very day that his astonishing
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