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Letters from my Windmill and Tartarin of Tarascon are now the only books by Daudet at all widely known outside his own country. As a result, he has become identified with them. This not only unjustly circumscribes his achievement; it must inevitably detract from a full appreciation of Letters from my Windmill. This introduction, therefore, while incidentally containing information which should enhance a reading of the Letters, aims at giving a brief account of Daudet’s life and achievement without which the reader can hardly appreciate to the full the qualities which make this early book one of Daudet’s best.


Between 1875 and 1890, Daudet was the most successful novelist in France. Furthermore, in the opinion of Edmund Gosse and other men of letters, he was then the leading novelist in the world. Today, his books are largely unread. He has become one of the casualties of literature. Apart from Anatole France, it is difficult to think of any French literary figure of such international eminence during his life whose reputation has suffered such an eclipse since his death. The reasons are many and complex. Before examining those relevant to Daudet in particular, one which must certainly have contributed to the neglect of both Daudet and France during the first half of this century should be mentioned. Both authors are primarily tellers of tales, and since the advent of psychology the telling of a story has tended to be regarded as of less importance than the development of character. In 1927, E. M. Forster declared that in a novel the story has no intrinsic aesthetic value: it is merely a support for ‘finer growths’. This stricture may now be becoming less sacrosanct, as the recent increasing general and academic interest in the novels of John Cowper Powys, another great teller of tales for long neglected, tends to suggest. If this be so, the time is ripe for a reconsideration of both Alphonse Daudet and Anatole France.

In the following pages an attempt will be made to present the case for and against Alphonse Daudet, the teller of tales; to explain why Daudet, who had an international reputation during his lifetime as a short-story writer, a dramatist, and novelist, who numbered Flaubert, Zola, Dickens and Henry James among his admirers, who had financially one of the most successful literary careers of the nineteenth century, has largely ceased to be read during this century. It will plead that the best of Daudet deserves to be read as much as and more than the least of Flaubert.



Alphonse Daudet was born at Nîmes in Provence in 1840. His childhood until the age of nine was an extremely happy one: it was these years which gave him his lifelong love for the countryside and people of Provence. In 1849, his father, a silk manufacturer, lost his money and the family moved from the sunshine of Provence to the fogs of Lyons where until the age of sixteen Alphonse’s boyhood became more and more depressing and miserable: it was these years which constantly led him to regret his father’s failure in life and to care until her death for his mother, who became the victim of her husband’s capricious and deeply embittered moods. In 1856, at the age of sixteen, Alphonse had to leave the Lycée in Lyons, abandoning what promised to be a brilliant academic career, in order to support himself as an usher in the college at Alais in the Cévennes. There, his work, which consisted mainly of supervising fifty twelve- to fourteen-year-old boys at their studies, soon proved intolerable to him owing to his sensitive nature and to his shortness of both stature and sight: the memory of this year remained with him all his life and years later he would wake up in the middle of the night dreaming he was still at Alais, saying to himself: ‘My God, what are they going to do to me next?’ On 1 November 1857, he left Alais to join his elder brother, Ernest, in Paris: and so began the powerful love-hate sentiment Daudet felt for Paris for the rest of his life.


After a train journey of forty-eight hours in a crowded, wooden compartment, he arrived at the Gare de Lyon, a shabby figure with long, blue, cotton socks showing above his goloshes, which he wore not to protect his shoes but because he had no shoes. In his pockets he had only the proverbial forty sous. Supported by his brother, three years older than himself, who had obtained a job as a reporter on the Spectateur (and was later to become well known as a political writer and historian), Alphonse began searching for a publisher for the poems he had written at Lyons and at Alais. After six months he not only found one, but, more remarkable still, he found one who was prepared to publish the book at his own expense.

Les Amoureuses, though it hardly sold at all, had an immediate success in literary circles and at the age of eighteen Daudet gained entrance to all the literary salons of Paris. The poems attracted the approval of the Empress, wife of Napoleon III, at whose instigation the Emperor’s half-brother, the Duc de Moray, President of the Corps Législatif, appointed Daudet as one of his secretaries. This government appointment, while not a sinecure, gave him a large amount of leisure-time for the pursuit of his literary ambitions and relieved him from being an expense to his brother. It also enabled him, as his brother was later to write, ‘to enter every low haunt of Bohemia’. It was during these years that Daudet, as he himself revealed to Edmond de Goncourt, must have contracted the dormant syphilis which in his early forties entered into its third stage of loco-motor ataxy and gave him intense pain and suffering until his death at the age of fifty-seven.

Daudet’s literary ambitions at this time were directed towards the stage, for which he wrote five full-length plays none of which was successful at its first production, not even L’Arlésienne for which Bizet wrote the incidental music. Later, of course, he adapted some of his successful novels for the stage where they proved equally successful, as did L’Arlésienne when it was revived in 1885. But it was the cool reception given to his plays at this time, especially to the first production of L’Artésienne, which decided Daudet to turn to the novel, and in 1874 he published Froment jeune et Risler aîné which had an immediate and great success.

The privations Daudet had suffered during his first two years in Paris undermined his health and the Due de Morny allowed him several leaves of absence from Paris. He revisited his native Provence and gathered much of the material he was to use in Letters from my Windmill. He visited Corsica, as may be seen from three of the stories in this book, ‘The Lighthouse of Les Sanguinaires’, ‘The Agony of La Sémillante’, and ‘The Customs Men’. And it is to his visit to Algeria that we owe ‘At Milianah’, ‘The Locusts’ and ‘The Oranges’.

Among other events which influenced Daudet during his early career was his service as a soldier in the National Guard during the siege of Paris, an experience to which we owe such perfect short stories as ‘La Dernière classe’ in his Contes du Lundi, as well as ‘Barrack-room Memories’, the last of the Letters from my Windmill.

In 1867 Daudet married Julia Allard. Their married life was one of great happiness. His wife calmed his excitable temperament, served him often as a wise and helpful collaborator, and eased his later life of pain and ill-health. It was also a marriage of intellectual harmony: Madame Daudet herself wrote and published several books.

The year before his marriage there had appeared in the Paris journal L’Evénement the first of the Letters from my Windmill, written under the influence of his close friend, Frédéric Mistral, the Provençal poet, and, at first, in collaboration with a young Parisian friend also from Provence named Paul Arène. Then followed in 1868 the first of his longer works, Le Petit Chose, a semi-autobiographical story which contained many details of his early life. In 1872 appeared Les Aventures prodigieuses de Tartarin de Tarascon, as well as the three-act tragedy L’Arlésienne, whose failure determined Daudet to abandon the stage for fiction. In 1874, with Fromont jeune et Risler aîné, Daudet published his first full-length novel and became immediately the most widely read and successful author of the day. When the novel proved such an immense success, his publisher tore up the contract and made out a new one four times as advantageous to the author.

There followed Jack (1876), Le Nabab (1877), Les Rois en exil (1879), Numa Roumestan (1881), L’Evangéliste (1883), Sapho (1884), Tartarin sur les Alpes (1885), L’Immortel (1888), Port Tarascon (1890). For the most part they all portray the Paris that Daudet knew so well, and even people whom he knew personally. Daudet took little care to conceal his sources, sometimes even using people’s real names. It is not difficult to understand why he, who wanted to please so much, should have made so many enemies. It was, also, on the grounds of Daudet’s meticulous observation, his use of notebooks which he filled with visual impressions and true experiences, that Zola tried to claim him as a fellow member of the naturalist school. But it must be obvious to the most superficial reader that the undoubted naturalistic element in Daudet’s novel is owing to purely fortuitous circumstances of time and place, and to his own realization that what he lacked in imagination he had to make up for by minute observation of real life. At heart Daudet is a son of Provence, with all the Provençal’s love of sunshine and laughter and poetry. Like Georges Simenon today, he is an idealist attracted towards the sordid themes of naturalism by his immense sympathy with life’s failures – les ratés – rather than by any pseudo-scientific literary theory such as Zola tried to propagate.

What is strikingly obvious in all Daudet’s work and especially in Letters from my Windmill is that he could never reconcile his love–hate for Paris with his deep almost umbilical attachment to Provence. Within the first few lines of the first letter in this book, we find Daudet comparing the two – to the detriment of Paris: ‘Why then should you wish me to regret Paris, your noisy, dirty Paris? It is so perfect here in my mill!…’ And the theme comes full-circle in the last lines of the last letter: ‘My Paris haunts me here, just as yours does… And it seems to me, as I lie in the grass, aching with the pain of my memories, that I am seeing in the sound of that receding drum, all my Paris passing between the pines… Oh, Paris!… Paris!… Always Paris!’

When Daudet was in Paris, his thoughts turned continually to Provence. In the Memoirs of Léon Daudet, his son relates how, in order to give himself the illusion he was back in Provence, his father used to go every week to a shop in the rue Turbigo called ‘Aux Produits du Midi’ where he would fill his and his son’s pockets with all kinds of the products of Provence.

And when Daudet was in Provence, his thoughts turned constantly to Paris. Once this is realized, it can be seen that all his writing life was a preparation for his treatment of this theme in what he considered to be his best novel: Numa Roumestan. In Numa Roumestan he set out to explore the contrast between the southern and the northern temperament and character. He had already touched on this theme in much of his work, especially in Le Petit Chose and Le Nabab. In Numa Roumestan, it becomes central, explicit and totally dynamic: the passionate Provençal temperament and imagination is shown to be both opposite and incomprehensible to the cool rationalism and sang-froid of the Parisian. Whenever and wherever the two meet there must inevitably be misunderstanding and suffering. The plot of Numa Roumestan, based on this theme, concerns the marriage of a French politician, born and with his roots still deep in Provence, to a Parisian woman. The resulting discords are revealed, at first with delicate insight, and then with mounting dramatic intensity. Throughout the entire novel Daudet moves effortlessly between the seamy grandeur of Paris and the sunny gaiety of Provence. It was the book he had been preparing all his life to write.

Nevertheless, it has been criticized on the grounds that, while it is about the life of a politician, it is not a political novel. The character and personality of Numa are revealed in great depth and with great detail but we are told little about his political ideas. It is easy to criticize a novelist for not having written the novel he should have written; and it is possible also that Daudet wished to emphasize the ideological void of political life in France at the time. The more likely explanations are that Daudet had little interest in politics, and that it was the personal not the political life of Numa he was concerned with. Few readers can fail to be moved by the passions and human problems of this novel. It was and is Daudet’s most impressive achievement.

In England, Edmund Gosse hailed it as a major work of art. George Meredith wrote: ‘Read Numa Roumestan if you can lay your hand on it. I do not care for the other novels of Daudet but this is a consummate piece of work.’ Henry James expressed himself even more enthusiastically: ‘Numa Roumestan is a masterpiece; it is really a perfect work; it has no weaknesses; it is a compact and harmonious whole.’

And so we return to the problem: why, since then, has Daudet’s reputation so declined?

Some of the reasons are discernible during his lifetime. Even when he was an international celebrity his books were the subject of passionate controversy. The chief accusations brought against him were plagiarism, excess of sentimentality, lack of imagination, and anti-Semitism.

The charge of plagiarism rested chiefly on the extent to which Arène had collaborated with Daudet in the first series of the Letters from my Windmill, and on the resemblances between Daudet’s novels and those of Dickens.

In 1883, seventeen years after his collaboration with Daudet in the first series of Letters from my Windmill for the journal, L’Evénement, Paul Arène claimed an extensive share in the authorship of the complete stories which had been first published in book form in 1869 and republished in 1879. His claim was immediately seized upon by Daudet’s enemies who went so far as to suggest that the whole book was actually the work of Arène.

The facts are these. A series of twelve letters was published in L’Evénement, beginning in the autumn of 1866. A second series was published in Le Figaro in 1868, after Daudet’s marriage. The first five letters of the first series were signed ‘Marie-Gaston’, a double-pseudonym chosen by Daudet and Arène to indicate their joint authorship; the sixth letter was signed ‘Alphonse Daudet’, with ‘Marie-Gaston’ in parenthesis below; the remaining letters were signed simply ‘Alphonse Daudet’. All the letters of the second series were signed ‘Alphonse Daudet’.

The most charitable explanation of Arène’s charge is that seventeen years after their collaboration Arène knew he was incapable of becoming, as Daudet had become, a great popular writer, and he began to complain to his fellow-loafers in the Paris cafés where he spent most of his time that he had been robbed. This malicious but perhaps understandable accusation was seized upon by those critics who were only too glad to be able to vent their spleen against a popular writer.

It was these critics also who insisted on emphasizing the resemblances between Daudet’s novels and Dickens’s. They searched for specific parallels between the characters portrayed by the two novelists. This was especially the case with Le Petit Chose, which became known as Daudet’s ‘Copperfield’, its author being christened ‘the Dickens of France’. Daudet consistently maintained that when he wrote Le Petit Chose he had never read a novel by Dickens, and after Dickens himself had read the book he went out of his way to show a warmly benevolent interest in the young French writer, referring to him as ‘my little brother in France’. Again, when Tartarin de Tarascon was published, the opportunity was quickly seized by these critics to point out the resemblances with The Pickwick Papers. This also was a forced comparison of superficial resemblances. Tartarin de Tarascon is laughter for its own sake, its hero too absurd a figure, too much the object of mockery, for any meaningful comparison with the comic but lovable, slightly silly but completely human, figure of Mr Pickwick.

Daudet made his own comment on these accusations in his Trente ans de Paris where he attributes the fortuitous resemblances between himself and Dickens to their kindred temperaments and sympathies, to the similarity of their early life and the misfortune and poverty that blighted their childhood, and to the bitter struggle of their young manhood which gave to them both their deep sympathy with human suffering. This understanding of suffering, especially the suffering of ‘childhood lost in the misery of great towns’, is certainly a strong affinity between the two writers and many of the characters of their novels are frequently exaggerated under this stimulus. But their true affinity lies in the ability of both to combine humour and pathos, to arouse laughter and tears.

Before considering the following two pieces of deductive reasoning, whose conclusions make it very unlikely that Daudet was ever consciously guilty of plagiarism, it is worth noting that Flaubert was also accused of plagiarism on the grounds that before he wrote Bouvard et Pécuchet he had read a short story called Les Deux Greffiers whose plot bears a striking resemblance to that of Bouvard et Pécuchet.

The evidence, from Daudet’s notebooks and manuscripts, is overwhelming that in all his work he tried to apply the highest standards of artistic integrity. That the maintenance of such standards was of the greatest importance to him is shown not only in the whole of Le Petit Chose, but also in many of the letters in the present book. Furthermore, it is certain that Daudet worked in some form of collaboration all his life. Before his marriage he relied upon the help and advice of his elder brother, and after, of his wife. But what he was never known to do was to collaborate in the working-out of someone else’s ideas. It is obvious that, as with Labiche and Feydeau, this need for a sympathetic hearing and moral support was deeply rooted in his character, and that we may safely assume, as with Labiche and Feydeau, that Daudet alone was the creator.

The second accusation brought against Daudet – an excess of sentimentality – can be justified. So it can against Dickens. But the label of sentimentality is not therefore applied indiscriminately and with condemnation to all Dickens’s work. Neither should it be to Daudet’s. In Daudet’s best work – in the present book, in Le Petit Chose, Numa Roumestan and other works – the sentimental strain is kept under artistic control. In these works it is not a flaw but an asset, not a weakness but a strength: it is, to a great extent, what should give these works their enduring appeal.

That this strength could become a weakness was always inherent in Daudet’s deliberately cultivated style of littérature debout. The danger was that such a style, which depended so much on die warmth and charm of the writer’s engaging tone of voice, could easily deteriorate into a direct emotional appeal to the reader, into a facile tug at the heartstrings. Dickens was frequently guilty of this: he found his readers liked pathos; so he gave it them. Today the death of Little Nell repels; yet that does not cause Dickens to be condemned as sentimental and left unread. And because today the death of Desirée Delobelle in Fromont jeune et Risler aîné repels, it should not cause Daudet to be condemned as sentimental and left unread. Moreover, Daudet never sentimentalizes his bad characters. He shows great pity for them but always a far greater measure of pity for their victims. But, of course, in this respect, Daudet is at odds with much of modern fiction, from Proust to Graham Greene, which tends to avoid concern for and even interest in the good and to lavish them on the ruthless and depraved.

With regard to the third accusation, Daudet himself used to concede, not without pride, that he lacked imagination. All he wrote, he maintained, was drawn from life: ‘to invent for him was to remember’. But he used not only his memory and his notebooks to make up for what he may have lacked in imagination. He used what was probably the more indispensable of his two greatest assets as a writer: his great gift of empathy, his sensitivity, his hypersensitive awareness, his ability to convey with vivid immediacy the feel, the texture, the unique otherness, of people, places and things. In his late Notes sur la vie he says with the insight into himself which was but another aspect of his great sensitivity, ‘What a marvellous machine for feeling I was, especially when I was very young… How porous and penetrable I must have been: impressions, sensations enough to fill a pile of books, and all with dream-like intensity.’

Yet here again the critics seem, almost deliberately, to have missed the point; it was invention that Daudet lacked rather than imagination. And it was the nature of his imagination which led, many French critics astray. Daudet found it difficult to invent: he had to begin with real people and places he had known personally. Then his imagination could begin to work, and, as with Dickens, his imagination tended often towards exaggeration. His imagination was such that he was prone to embellish the real in order to make it more piquant, more pathetic, or more picturesque. As a result, he was accused of inaccuracies, deliberate omissions and distortions. The most obvious example of this is in the preface, first published as an article in the Nouvelle Révue, which he wrote for a later edition of Letters from my Windmill. In this he was unable to confess that his windmill had not been a ruin. So he compromised, describing the windmill as he had done in the letters, and adding the suggestion that it had later been restored. He states, as well, that as soon as he arrived at Montauban he would whistle to one of the dogs to accompany him up to his windmill. Daudet detested dogs and had always been extremely frightened of them ever since he had been attacked by a mad dog when he was a child.

The fourth accusation, that he was anti-Semitic, though it does not merit any valid place in an estimate of Daudet’s artistic achievement, is still brought against him. Yet there is nothing in all his books nor in the people he associated with that can lend support to such an accusation. There is much indeed, however, to be found in the books and choice of friends of his son, Léon, to confirm the latter’s militant anti-Semitism. From all that is known of Alphonse Daudet, it would have been completely contrary to his character for him to commit himself to any form of race discrimination or hatred. That such a label should have become attached to him would appear to be a case of the sins of the son being visited upon the father. Léon Daudet states in his Memoirs that his father, a couple of months before his death and then an ill and exhausted man, expressed his agreement with the military judges who had just convicted Dreyfus. And there are various reports that at a literary dinner Daudet attended a few days before his death the conversation turned to the Dreyfus case, and an argument developed between Zola, who favoured revision, and Daudet, who sided with the judges.

Daudet died a few days later at home, while at dinner with his family. For over fifteen years he had suffered pain so acute that it could only be relieved by constant drugs. Twelve years before his death, on the occasion of Victor Hugo’s funeral in 1885, when asked to sign his name in the register, he had been unable to control the pen. In 1882, when his income from his books had reached what would today be about £12,000 a year,* he acquired the full-time services of his secretary, Jules Ebner, whose help he came to rely on increasingly and who was with him when he died. No part of his body was free from lightning attacks of pain. He never slept without chloral or injections of morphia. In 1887 his friend Charcot, the nerve specialist, diagnosed his illness as locomotor ataxy. Despite all his suffering he was never heard to complain. He believed firmly that all judgements are pronounced and all sentences served on earth. ‘I believe absolutely in the formula of “everything must be paid for”; I have always seen man reap the wages of his toil, whether he toiled for good or evil, and not in the next life, which I do not know, but in this one, in ours, sooner or later.’ (La Lutte pour la vie.)

All that can be brought, therefore, to substantiate any charge that Daudet was an anti-Semite is coloured by the testimony of those who were dealing, very shortly before he died, with a man who had been enduring a living death for many years. Against it can be set the fact that Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, placed on record† that he owed to Alphonse Daudet vital encouragement, support and inspiration in the planning of his book Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State) which launched the Zionist movement and led eventually to the founding of the state of modern Israel. To say the least, this renders highly questionable the attempts of those who tried to label Daudet an anti-Semite.



Such then was the case against Daudet even in his lifetime, at the height of his reputation. Though not quite the equal of his friends Zola and Flaubert, he remains today a major figure in French literature, and it is more than time his best works were made available in the English-speaking world. If and when that should come about, there will be a place for a fuller examination of his life and achievement than can be given here. For the present purpose, a brief examination of his unique style in relation to his Letters from my Windmill may be helpful.


From the Journals of the Goncourt brothers and from accounts left by many of his friends, we know that Daudet possessed to an astonishing degree the natural ability to tell a story aloud. All witness to the spell-binding vividness, skill and charm of his conversation. Edmund Gosse, who met Daudet during his visit to London in 1895 on the occasion of a brief improvement in his health, wrote:



The entire physical aspect of Alphonse Daudet in these late years presented diese contradictions. He would sit silent and almost motionless; suddenly his head, arms and chest would be vibrated with electrical movements, the long, white fingers would twitch in his beard, and then from the lips a tide of speech would pour – a flood of coloured words. On the occasion when I met him at dinner, I recollect that at dessert, after a long silence, he was suddenly moved to describe, quite briefly, the melon-harvest at Nîmes when he was a boy. It was an instance, no doubt, of the habitual magic of his style, sensual and pictorial at its best; in a moment we saw before us the masses of golden-yellow and crimson and sea-green fruit in the little market-place, with the incomparable light of a Provençal morning bathing it all in crystal. Every word seemed the freshest and the most inevitable that a man could possibly use in painting such a scene, and there was not a superfluous epithet.*

Daudet’s brilliance as a conversationalist was widely and publicly acclaimed. He was not a born writer and does not appear to have suffered from that inner compulsion to write which is associated with Balzac, Simenon, Melville, Faulkner and others. By sheer hard work he forged a style which transmuted his great oral skill into the second of his two greatest assets as a writer: by many years of perseverance in journalism he acquired as a writer the skill with which as a speaker he could establish such a unique rapport with his listeners.


An examination of his style reveals he used a large number of devices to achieve this rapport. Daudet called his style littérature debout, ‘standing-up literature’, to suggest its close relationship with the spoken word. It is worth noting some of these devices.

His frequent interpolation of asides, from author to reader, have the same intention as when used by a speaker to cast a spell over his audience. So has his fondness for the informality of tone of first-person narrative: this became his favourite way of dispelling literary solemnity, of appearing to speak directly to his readers. He employs also the device of shifting the narrative from third-person to first-person and vice versa. The use of this device has more recently been brought as near perfection as it probably can be by Georges Simenon, though Simenon uses it chiefly and most effectively, as André Gide was one of the first to note, in order to tell a story in two and even three sequences of time. Daudet uses it to plunge the reader into the thoughts of his charaters and to convey a more vivid sense of realism and immediacy. The reader will notice numerous instances of Daudet’s use of this device in Letters from my Windmill.

Daudet, also, knew exactly what he was doing when he loosened the rigorous syntax and word-order of French sentences; his aim was to introduce the personal idiosyncrasies of conversation, to make the reader pleasantly aware of the ‘persona’ of the writer. Much of Daudet’s so-called ‘charm’ is the result of the warmth and intimacy of his conversation transferred with great subtlety to the written word.

Again, Daudet’s extensive use in this book of three dots… is very noticeable. This, of course, is part of his technique of narrative impressionism. In order to spare the reader long, detailed passages of description and to give a feeling of pace, Daudet often uses an almost telegraphic prose which conveys an impression rather than a precise picture. By the omission of normal connectives and by the careful choice of adjectives and images arranged and juxtaposed with great skill, he compresses a complex wealth of meaning and feeling into a single sentence. His long, periodic sentences are interspersed with extended lists of images. He creates an almost pictorial rhythm of rhetoric by means of collages of sensual images, followed by a mounting series of periodic sentences which often have their own plastic rhythm of distance and closeness. A peak is reached and the reader is returned to the pictorial yet melodious rhythm of image piled on image.

Thus the beauty of Daudet’s prose is both visual and musical: what Walter de la Mare called ‘eye-music’. Daudet chooses and orders words as a poet does: for their sound, for their music. He chooses and orders his images as a painter does his colours: for their impressioniste, pointillé effect.

This style, so vivid and picturesque, often colloquial and confidential, often suggestive of meanings implied but never stated, makes Daudet difficult to translate. It was also much criticized. Even Anatole France censured him for lack of balance, for experimenting with constructions, for constantly using rare terms, for being almost too full of idiom. Yet, after finding as many faults as they can, most of his critics admit that his charm disarms criticism, and Anatole France ends his censure with: ‘But does it all matter? Monsieur Daudet will always be right for me.’

What does not appear to have been noted by the critics is die debt Daudet obviously owed to Montaigne. The essays of Montaigne were Daudet’s favourite books. He carried his Montaigne with him everywhere; reference to this will be found in The Poet Mistral in this book. It is very relevant therefore to remember that in his later essays Montaigne’s prose style approximated more and more closely to the spoken word. Montaigne himself admitted that he passed from one subject to another, as in conversation, without the connecting words which are usually introduced. He cut up his sentences into short phrases, separated by full-stops and colons. He frequently indulged in the interpolations he so much admired in Plutarch. All these points have been noted with regard to Daudet’s style. And, given Daudet’s admiration for Plutarch’s Lives (mentioned with obvious approval in The Lighthouse of Les Sanguinaires) as well as for Montaigne’s Essays, it is evident that his deliberately cultivated style of littérature debout owed much to his reading of these two authors.

The letters in this book have already been alluded to incidentally in the foregoing pages. When it was published in book form Letters from my Windmill barely reached a sale of 2,000 copies, and, as Daudet mentions in his preface, only attained general popularity after the success of his novels. The subjects vary greatly in subject and mood, and it may come as a surprise to some readers to find that a number of these stories are tragic or at least grim. Only a few are humorous, and even in these the humour is nearly always ironic. But what they all have in common is the intimate tone of casual conversation with which they are told.

The main themes of all the books Daudet afterwards wrote are to be found in these early stories. The theme of Provence and its people, landscape, language and customs colours most of them, though a few are the result of his travels in Corsica and Algeria. The theme of artistic integrity with, to Daudet, its corollary: the destructive force latent in the artistic gift, is apparent in ‘The Poet Mistral’, ‘Monsieur Seguin’s Goat’, ‘Bixiou’s Wallet’, and ‘The Fable of the Man with the Golden Brain’. Daudet became almost excessively concerned with this theme – in Le Petit Chose, Les Femmes d’artistes, Jack, Sapho, and in L’Immortel. He returned again and again to the idea that the gift of artistic genius is also a curse, a source of suffering to the gifted one and to all around him: a subject since examined brilliantly by Edmund Wilson in his The Wound and the Bow. The affinity of this theme with Strindberg is strangely complemented by Daudet’s third theme in Letters from my Windmill, since it is one which became an obsession with Strindberg. This is Daudet’s theme of love, of a man suffer-at the hands of a predatory, unscrupulous, but irresistible woman, and it appears in this volume in ‘The Beaucaire Stage-coach’, in ‘The Girl from Arles’ and in ‘The Two Inns’. Noticeable in these three stories is that Daudet casts himself in the role of observer and so is able to shield himself from the involvement and pain which would result from writing them more personally in the first person. But it is his novel Sapho which reveals most deeply Daudet’s understanding of the misery and jealousy which can result from bondage to such a woman. To Ernest Daudet, Sapho was always full of poignant memories of his brother’s youth in Paris. And there can be no doubt that Daudet’s view of love was always coloured by the happiness and pain of his long and passionate liaison with Marie Rieu, the artist’s model, who occupied a room in the lodging-house in which he and his brother lived in Montmartre during their first years in Paris.

Finally, since no account of Daudet’s life and achievement, however brief, would be complete without some mention of Daudet the man, here are two excerpts from the recollections of the only two intimate friends he made in England. Mrs Belloc Lowndes, sister of Hilaire Belloc, wrote:



At the time I first met Alphonse Daudet he was about fifty, and I repeat what was certainly true – he and Zola dominated the French literary scene, though Daudet, unlike Zola, shrank from any form of self-advertisement. Of the many French and English writers I have known well, Daudet remains in my memory as having possessed the most remarkable personality… We became friends from the first hour I spent with him in his plainly furnished study. He could not get up to greet a visitor and was always in pain. The strongly marked features of his pale face were
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