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			Preface

			Guy de Maupassant is probably one of the world’s greatest ­story-tellers. He was certainly one of the finest short-story writers of his generation in a period recognized as the golden age of short fiction in France. He was an immensely productive writer, and, during his relatively short lifetime, he was the most popular author in France after his friend, Émile Zola.

			Maupassant was born in Normandy on 5 August 1850. His father was a worldly, lazy man-about-town with a private income; his mother, a cultured, well-read woman, was the daughter of a wealthy Rouen businessman. The marriage did not take, and the couple had effectively separated by 1860. Guy and his brother were brought up by their mother in the fashionable Normandy resort of Étretat. After a short, unhappy period at the seminary of Yvetot, which ended with his expulsion, he became a boarder at the Lycée Corneille in Rouen. During this period, he came under the mentorship of a family friend, the novelist Gustave Flaubert. Flaubert trained him in the art of writing, impressing on him the importance of precision and of learning to see with his own eyes.

			In July 1870, France declared war on Prussia, and Maupassant joined the army. The Franco-Prussian War (1870–71) was short-lived but had a lasting effect on Maupassant, as evidenced in the many stories he wrote dealing with the war and its aftermath. The war also ruined the family business, and Maupassant moved to Paris and became a civil servant – first in an unsal­aried position, then in paid posts in the Admiralty and later the Ministry of Education. He also turned to writing and became part of the ‘Naturalist’ group led by Zola. In 1880, his novella ‘Boule de Suif’ was included in Zola’s collection of Naturalist stories about the Franco-Prussian War, Les Soirées de Médan.

			‘Boule de Suif’ established Maupassant’s reputation as a writer. It was followed by an immensely productive decade, in which Maupassant published seven novels and more than three hundred stories. However, as the decade advanced, Maupassant also increasingly suffered physical and mental problems caused by the syphilis that eventually killed him. He attempted suicide in January 1892 and died in a mental hospital in July 1893.

			Reception

			French Naturalism had a troubled reception in Britain. Zola’s novels Pot-Bouille and La Curée were published in translation by Henry Vizetelly in 1885 with a Preface by the Irish novelist George Moore. Moore’s own best-selling naturalist novel, A Mummer’s Wife, was published in the same year. However, Zola’s work was controversial: its open-eyed observation of the social world challenged Victorian publishing conventions. Moore’s novel, with its focus on female sexuality and adultery, was banned by libraries, and W.H. Smith’s refused to sell it. Undaunted, Vizetelly went on to publish Eleanor Marx Aveling’s translation of Madame Bovary, Flaubert’s great novel of adultery, the following year. Another social reformer, Beatrice Webb, recorded her embarrassment at having a copy of a Zola novel in her pocket when she shared a compartment with a Liberal MP on a train journey in 1887. The MP then produced his copy of Henry James’s attempt at naturalism, The Princess Casamassima (1886). In 1888, Vizetelly, as the publisher of Zola’s works in Britain, was tried and convicted for publishing ‘immoral literature’.

			In that same year, Henry James entertained Maupassant in London. He then published an essay on Maupassant in the Fortnightly Review, and another in the following year in Harper’s Weekly. The latter was used as the introduction to The Odd Number, a selection of thirteen of Maupassant’s stories, translated by Jonathan Sturges, published by Harper’s in New York in 1889. In his Introduction, James praises Maupassant for his ‘first-rate style’, but also warns his American readers of things they might find difficult: above all the fact that Maupassant’s ‘vision’ was ‘altogether of this life’. James then teases out what this implies: Maupassant ‘takes his stand on everything that solicits the sentient creature who lives in his senses’; his fiction assumes ‘the immitigability of our mortal predicament’; and then, in the clearest warning to the readers, the stories are characterized by a ‘strong, hard, cynical, slightly cruel humor’. In his piece for the English Fortnightly Review, after noting Maupassant’s ‘essential hardness – hardness of form, hardness of nature’, James welcomes Maupassant’s insistence on the artist’s primary duty as faithfulness to his own perceptions, expressing himself in the form that best suits his temperament ‘with all the contrivances of art that he has learned’, whereas by contrast (he continues) the British and American novelist is ‘misled by some convention or other’ and surrenders to self-censorship. He praises the acuteness of Maupassant’s senses, and the ‘economy of means’ by which he renders the particular instance, but this emphasis on the senses also makes him an embarrassing case – ‘and mystifying for the moralist’. At the same time, for James, Maupassant’s pessimism, cruelty, and cynical view of mankind stands in contrast to the compulsory optimism of the English novel, whose ‘optimism of ignorance as well as of delicacy’ he explicitly associates with women readers. Of course, the issue which James has difficulty discussing in a Victorian periodical is Maupassant’s direct treatment of sex and sexuality: as he says, ‘we have reserves about our shames and sorrows’. He nevertheless uses Maupassant’s example to plead the case for the freedom of the artist to choose their own subject. And he has no trouble praising Maupassant’s style, where ‘every phrase is a close sequence, every epithet a paying piece, and the ground is completely cleared of the vague, the ready-made and the second best’.

			Maupassant was particularly popular in the Francophile literary circles around Henry James and Joseph Conrad, which included Ford Madox Ford and John Galsworthy. In his 1924 ‘personal remembrance’ of Conrad, for example, Ford noted how, when they first met, what brought them together was ‘a devotion to Flaubert and Maupassant’, going on to record that they knew ‘immense passages’ of both writers by heart. Both were attracted by these authors’ aesthetic concern for form and the art of writing. Indeed, in his 1930 book The English Novel, Ford claims Maupassant as the major influence ‘on the Anglo-Saxon writer of today’, before proceeding to discuss James and Conrad and novel-writing as an art. Likewise Galsworthy, in his 1924 essay ‘Six Novelists in Profile’, presents Maupassant as ‘the prince of teachers’ for literary style, praising the ‘vigour of his vision, and his thought, the economy and the clarity of the expression’. Better than any other author, Galsworthy asserts, Maupassant ‘has taught us what to leave out’. In short, Maupassant represents ‘the apex of the shaped story, the high mark of fiction which knows exactly what it is about’, and ‘fiction which knows exactly what it is about’ was the aim of all these authors.

			In May 1904, Joseph Conrad started work on a preface for Ada Galsworthy’s translation of Maupassant (Yvette and Other Stories).* In introducing Maupassant to an English audience, one problem he faced was that, as he put it, ‘Maupassant’s renown is universal, but his popularity is restricted’. Conrad explains this by calling Maupassant ‘a Frenchman of Frenchmen’: ‘intensely national in his logic, in his clearness, in his aesthetic and moral conceptions’. The other problem, related to this, was that Maupassant’s art, like Zola’s, was regarded by the English as ‘immoral’. The preface begins by praising Maupassant for ‘the consummate simplicity of his technique’ and his ‘conscientious art’. More challengingly, Conrad then goes on to praise Maupassant’s realism: ‘there is both a moral and an excitement to be found in a faithful rendering of life . . . Facts, and again facts, are his unique concern.’ For contemporary English readers, however, this was part of the problem: quite apart from some of the facts Maupassant chose to represent, a novel based on facts did not leave room for explicit moral judgements. Conrad’s insistence on the morality of observation has to be seen in this light. Conrad notes that Maupassant ‘neglects to qualify his truth with the drop of facile sweetness’ required by English readers and that this ‘lays him open to the charges of cruelty, cynicism, hardness’. By way of answer, Conrad contends that Maupassant ‘looks with an eye of profound pity’ rather than cynicism; at the same time, he is courageous ‘and does not turn away his head’. Conrad also praises Maupassant’s commitment to the Flaubertian aesthetic of le mot juste: ‘by a more scrupulous, prolonged and devoted attention to the aspects of the visible world’, he argues, ‘he discovered at last the right words as if miraculously impressed for him upon the face of things and events’. In this context Conrad mentions his own ‘long and intimate acquaintance’ with Maupassant’s work, but he also testifies to ‘the appreciation of Maupassant manifested by many women gifted with tenderness and intelligence’. These women are ‘good judges of courage’ and understand ‘his genuine masculinity without display, his virility without a pose’.

			Conrad perhaps had two particular women in mind: Ada Galsworthy, the translator of the selection of stories for which he was writing the Preface; and Ford’s wife, Elsie Martindale, who had published her own translations of Maupassant the previous year. In both cases, Conrad had had some input into the translation.†

			The Translators

			In November 1903 Conrad wrote to his close friend John (‘Jack’) Galsworthy, ‘Please tell Mrs Galsworthy that I am delighted to hear of Yvette in English. Please may I have a sight of her?’ Conrad was referring, of course, to the translation of ‘Yvette’ by Ada Galsworthy, who had been Jack’s lover (de facto wife indeed) since 1895, although still married to his cousin Arthur Galsworthy. The unhappy marriage to the incompatible Arthur Galsworthy found echo in the depiction of the marriage of Irene and Soames in the soon-to-appear first volume of Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga. Ada, the adopted daughter of a Norwich doctor, was thirty-five at the time she undertook these translations, having spent her adolescence and early adult years travelling in Europe with her mother, perfecting her French and German, and mixing in musical society with Wagner and Liszt. Elegant and well-dressed, she was a talented pianist and later a composer of songs.

			However, as we have seen, she was not the first Englishwoman to translate Maupassant’s stories. Elsie Martindale, the wife of Ford Madox Ford (then known as Ford Madox Hueffer), had already begun her collection of translations the previous year. By then twenty-six years old, Elsie was tall, dark-haired, and wore amber beads and eccentric dresses sewn from curtain fabric and velvet. In her teenage years she accompanied Ford to lectures by expatriate Russian anarchists in London, and she mixed with Ford’s Pre-Raphaelite artist relatives. (His grand­father was the artist Ford Madox Brown.) Ford and Elsie had first met at Pretoria House, a progressive trilingual boarding school in Folkestone, Kent. They went from being school friends to soulmates, to literary collaborators, then lovers, and eloped in 1894. Ford was twenty, and Elsie, at seventeen, still a minor. By late 1902 Elsie, with two very young daughters, was not only writing a novel about a marriage which, like her own, was under strain but, encouraged by her husband and by Conrad, at the time their friend and neighbour in Kent, started translating Maupassant.

			Elsie’s choice of stories was a little random. She must have used as source texts whichever of the original inexpensive French collections of the stories she could find either at home or at Conrad’s house, since they were all too poor to buy new editions, nor would they, given their peripatetic lifestyles, have hoarded the old French periodicals in which the stories originally appeared. (Ada’s selection may also have depended on which collections were most easily available, although the Galsworthys were far from poor.) That Conrad helped Elsie is obvious from the comments and alterations in his handwriting in the existing page proofs of the translations, which were first published in 1903 as Stories from de Maupassant. Ford also helped, contributing a preface, but distancing himself a little from the project. Conrad similarly collaborated actively with Ada, and, as mentioned above, wrote the preface to these translations, which were first published, in 1904, as Yvette and Other Stories. This volume was subsequently reissued with three stories removed and four others added. It is the text of this later edition (1914) that forms the basis of the present collection.

			Women translators during the late nineteenth and very early twentieth century were often relatively invisible. Elsie was listed on the title page only as ‘E. M.’ (i.e. Elsie Martindale) and Ada originally as ‘A. G.’. In the later editions, however, she appeared as ‘Mrs John Galsworthy’. Some translations of Maupassant stories had already appeared by this time. As noted earlier, Henry James’s young friend Jonathan Sturges had published some dull but worthy ones in America in 1889. Around 1903 a prestige series of very expensive American editions appeared, with unknown or anonymous translators. Maupassant’s Ameri­­can biographer later described these translations as of ‘appalling crudity’, and even a casual glance readily confirms how clumsy and at times extremely inaccurate these were. Ada’s and Elsie’s translations broke new ground in terms of accuracy, fidelity and sensitivity. This was partly because of the innate ability of both women to interpret Maupassant’s distinctive style and idiomatic speech patterns, and partly because Conrad, Galsworthy and Ford (all of whom were fluent in French) all greatly admired Maupassant for his concise, impressionistic style and were available for consultation.

			The Stories

			The stories included in this volume all first appeared in French periodicals between 1882 and 1890, and soon afterwards appeared in various book collections. While it is not possible to include all the stories translated by Elsie and Ada, the stories that have been selected were chosen to include a wide variety of themes and subject matter in order to represent something of the range of Maupassant’s fiction. We open with Elsie’s translation of the atmospheric long story ‘The Field of Olives’ (‘Le Champ d’oliviers’), the tale that Elsie’s husband much later called ‘the most wonderful of all Maupassant’s stories, which if the reader has not read he should read at once’. With its vividly depicted Provençal landscape, and tense, remorseless build-up to its bloody climax between the father and his unacknowledged son, it stands in stark contrast to Maupassant’s stories of bourgeois sensibility and peasant humour in Normandy. The unexpected appearance of a family member is also the focus of another story translated by Elsie, ‘The Return’ (‘Le Retour’). Stylishly and precisely translated, the setting here is Maupassant’s beloved Normandy coastline, where a potential domestic drama in a fishing community is resolved in a happy ending. The raucously humorous ‘A Sale’ (‘Une vente’), translated by Ada, was written in a slightly different register, but shares the theme of marital tangles.

			The Franco-Prussian war of 1870–71, played out in provincial France and in Paris, forms the moral landscape of the next four stories. ‘Saint-Antoine’ is a rural tale of cruelty and black humour, while ‘Two Friends’ (‘Deux amis’) explores simple male friendship and loyalty during the Siege of Paris in the face of Prussian brutality. ‘Mademoiselle Fifi’, set in a Prussian-occupied château in the Normandy countryside, highlights one of Maupassant’s favourite themes, the good-hearted prostitute, here the courageous Rachel, and her revenge on the Prussian conqueror. By contrast, in ‘Old Mother Savage’ (‘La Mère Sauvage’), the account of a woman’s heroism in avenging her son’s death is tempered by the narrator’s empathy towards the Prussian mothers who had also lost their sons.

			The unrequited loves of ageing women was another of Maupassant’s abiding themes. ‘The Chair-Mender’ (‘La Rempailleuse’), a gentle, slightly bitter tale, juxtaposes the generosity of a nomadic peasant woman with the callousness of the bourgeois object of her lifelong but misplaced passion. In contrast, ‘Mademoiselle Perle’, which displays a kind of winter fairy-tale quality, recounts an affluent middle-class family’s kindness to a foundling, and eventually reveals a mutually undeclared but lifelong love. With ‘Miss Harriet’ Maupassant offers us, in an impressionistic, painterly Normandy landscape, the tragi-comic tale of the hopeless love of a stereotypical but sympathetically observed English spinster, prone to fits of religious ecstasy. ‘The Holy Relic’ (‘La Relique’) is a humorous little anti-religious piece, based on a cruel deception. English women also feature in ‘The Wreck’ (‘L’Épave’), where we catch a fleeting glimpse of unrequited love, narrated from a male perspective. The other maritime story ‘At Sea’ (‘En mer’) recounts a dramatic and very realistic tragedy aboard a Channel trawler, vividly translated, and with recognizably authentic input from that master mariner, Joseph Conrad.

			There then follow two short, beautiful, Paris-based stories: ‘Minuet’ (‘Menuet’), an ethereal cameo about ageing, set in the Luxembourg Gardens; and the extraordinarily powerful ‘Night’ (‘La Nuit’), whose original subtitle describes it as a nightmare (‘Un Cauchemar’). This atmospheric, highly impressionistic sketch follows a man’s nocturnal wanderings in Paris and his premonition of lonely death by water.

			The collection closes with ‘Yvette’, by far the longest story in the volume, which became one of Maupassant’s best-known and later much anthologized works. A charming young girl, naively flirtatious, grows up in her mother’s Parisian demi-monde. Most of the action, however, takes place on the banks of the Seine near Paris – the scene of Maupassant’s own youthful (and eventually lethal) sexual adventures. This setting is invoked in such a painterly manner that the reader almost finds themselves within Auguste Renoir’s contemporary Luncheon of the Boating Party (1881). The young Yvette’s psychological breakdown and recovery is delicately charted. Despite its length, the story never flags, and clearly reveals the author’s sensitive appreciation of women. Although these Maupassant stories have since been re-translated several times, it was the work of two highly intelligent women – Elsie Martindale and Ada Galsworthy – that first allowed them to be appreciated by a wider anglophone readership.

			

			
				
					* This was republished, shortly before Conrad’s death, in Notes on Life and Letters (1921), and is reproduced below.

				

				
					† For a more detailed account, see Helen Chambers, Conrad’s Reading: Space, Time, Networks (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), pp. 190–200.

				

			

		

	
		
			Conrad’s Preface (1904)

			To introduce Maupassant to English readers with apologetic explanations as though his art were recondite and the tendency of his work immoral would be a gratuitous impertinence.

			Maupassant’s conception of his art is such as one would expect from a practical and resolute mind; but in the consummate simplicity of his technique it ceases to be perceptible. This is one of its greatest qualities, and like all the great virtues it is based primarily on self-denial.

			To pronounce a judgment upon the general tendency of an author is a difficult task. One could not depend upon reason alone, nor yet trust solely to one’s emotions. Used together, they would in many cases traverse each other, because emotions have their own unanswerable logic. Our capacity for emotion is limited, and the field of our intelligence is restricted. Responsiveness to every feeling, combined with the penetration of every intellectual subterfuge, would end, not in judgment, but in universal absolution. Tout comprendre c’est tout pardonner. And in this benevolent neutrality towards the warring errors of human nature all light would go out from art and from life.

			We are at liberty then to quarrel with Maupassant’s attitude towards our world in which, like the rest of us, he has that share which his senses are able to give him. But we need not quarrel with him violently. If our feelings (which are tender) happen to be hurt because his talent is not exercised for the praise and consolation of mankind, our intelligence (which is great) should let us see that he is a very splendid sinner, like all those who in this valley of compromises err by over-devotion to the truth that is in them. His determinism, barren of praise, blame, and consolation, has all the merit of his conscientious art. The worth of every conviction consists precisely in the steadfastness with which it is held.

			Except for his philosophy, which in the case of so consummate an artist does not matter (unless to the solemn and naive mind), Maupassant of all writers of fiction demands least forgiveness from his readers. He does not require forgiveness because he is never dull.

			The interest of a reader in a work of imagination is either ethical or that of simple curiosity. Both are perfectly legitimate, since there is both a moral and excitement to be found in a faithful rendering of life. And in Maupassant’s work there is the interest of curiosity and the moral of a point of view consistently preserved and never obtruded for the end of personal gratification. The spectacle of this immense talent served by exceptional faculties triumphing over the most thankless subjects by an unswerving singleness of purpose is in itself an admirable lesson in the power of artistic honesty, one may say of artistic virtue. The inherent greatness of the man consists in this, that he will let none of the fascinations that beset a writer working in loneliness turn him away from the straight path, from the vouchsafed vision of excellence. He will not be led into perdition by the seductions of sentiment, of eloquence, of humour, of pathos; of all that splendid pageant of faults that pass between the writer and his probity on the blank sheet of paper, like the glittering cortège of deadly sins before the austere anchorite in the desert air of Thebaïde. This is not to say that Maupassant’s austerity has never faltered; but the fact remains that no tempting demon has ever succeeded in hurling him down from his high, if narrow, pedestal.

			It is the austerity of his talent, of course, that is in question. Let the discriminating reader, who at times may well spare a moment or two to the consideration and enjoyment of artistic excellence, be asked to reflect a little upon the texture of two stories included in this volume: ‘A Piece of String’, and ‘A Sale’. How many openings the last offers for the gratuitous display of the author’s wit or clever buffoonery, the first for an unmeasured display of sentiment. And both sentiment and buffoonery could have been made very good too, in a way accessible to the meanest intelligence, at the cost of truth and honesty. Here it is where Maupassant’s austerity comes in. He refrains from setting his cleverness against the eloquence of the facts. There is humour and pathos in these stories; but such is the greatness of his talent, the refinement of his artistic conscience, that all his high qualities appear inherent in the very things of which he speaks, as if they had been altogether independent of his presentation. Facts, and again facts are his unique concern. That is why he is not always properly understood. His facts are so perfectly rendered that, like the actualities of life itself, they demand from the reader that faculty of observation which is rare, the power of appreciation which is generally wanting in most of us who are guided mainly by empty phrases requiring no effort, demanding from us no qualities except a vague susceptibility to emotion. Nobody has ever gained the vast applause of a crowd by the simple and clear exposition of vital facts. Words alone strung upon a convention have fascinated us as worthless glass beads strung on a thread have charmed at all times our brothers the unsophisticated savages of the islands. Now, Maupassant, of whom it has been said that he is the master of the mot juste, has never been a dealer in words. His wares have been, not glass beads, but polished gems: not the most rare and precious, perhaps, but of the very first water after their kind.

			That he took trouble with his gems, taking them up in the rough and polishing each facet patiently, the publication of the two posthumous volumes of short stories proves abundantly. I think it proves also the assertion made here that he was by no means a dealer in words. On looking at the first feeble drafts from which so many perfect stories have been fashioned, one discovers that what has been matured, improved, brought to perfection by unwearied endeavour is not the diction of the tale, but the vision of its true shape and detail. Those first attempts are not faltering or uncertain in expression. It is the conception which is at fault. The subjects have not yet been adequately seen. His proceeding was not to group expressive words that mean nothing around misty and mysterious shapes dear to muddled intellects, belonging neither to earth nor to heaven. His vision by a more scrupulous, prolonged and devoted attention to the aspects of the visible world discovered at last the right words as if miraculously impressed for him upon the face of things and events. This was the particular shape taken by his inspiration; it came to him directly, honestly in the light of his day, instead of on the tortuous, dark roads of meditation. His realities came to him from a genuine source, from this universe of vain appearances wherein we men have found everything to make us proud, sorry, exalted, and humble.

			Maupassant’s renown is universal, but his popularity is restricted. It is not difficult to perceive why. Maupassant is an intensely national writer. He is so intensely national in his logic, in his clearness, in his æsthetic and moral conceptions that he has been accepted by his countrymen without having had to pay the tribute of flattery either to the nation as a whole, or to any class, sphere or division of the nation. The truth of his art tells with an irresistible force; and he stands excused from the duty of patriotic posturing. He is a Frenchman of Frenchmen beyond question or cavil, and with that he is simple enough to be universally comprehensible. What is wanting to his universal success is the mediocrity of an obvious and appealing tenderness. He neglects to qualify his truth with the drop of facile sweetness; he forgets to strew paper roses over the tombs. The disregard of these common decencies lays him open to the charges of cruelty, cynicism, hardness. And yet it can be safely affirmed that this man wrote from the fulness of a compassionate heart. He is merciless and yet gentle with his mankind; he does not rail at their prudent fears and their small artifices; he does not despise their labours. It seems to me that he looks with an eye of profound pity upon their troubles, deceptions, and misery. But he looks at them all. He sees – and does not turn away his head. As a matter of fact he is courageous.

			Courage and justice are not popular virtues. The practice of strict justice is shocking to the multitude who always (perhaps from an obscure sense of guilt) attach to it the meaning of mercy. In the majority of us, who want to be left alone with our illusions, courage inspires a vague alarm. This is what is felt about Maupassant. His qualities, to use the charming and popular phrase, are not lovable. Courage being a force will not masquerade in the robes of affected delicacy and restraint. But if his courage is not of a chivalrous stamp, it cannot be denied that it is never brutal for the sake of effect. The writer of these few reflections, inspired by a long and intimate acquaintance with the work of the man, has been struck by the appreciation of Maupassant manifested by many women gifted with tenderness and intelligence. Their more delicate and audacious souls are good judges of courage. Their finer penetration has discovered his genuine masculinity without display, his virility without a pose. They have discerned in his faithful dealings with the world that enterprising and fearless temperament, poor in ideas, but rich in power, which appeals most to the feminine mind.

			It cannot be denied that he thinks very little. In him extreme energy of perception achieves great results, as in men of action the energy of force and desire. His view of intellectual problems is perhaps more simple than their nature warrants; still a man who has written ‘Yvette’ cannot be accused of want of subtlety. But one cannot insist enough upon this, that his subtlety, his humour, his grimness, though no doubt they are his own, are never presented otherwise but as belonging to our life, as found in nature whose beauties and cruelties alike breathe the spirit of serene unconsciousness.

			Maupassant’s philosophy of life is more temperamental than rational. He expects nothing from gods or men. He trusts his senses for information and his instinct for deductions. It may seem that he has made but little use of his mind. But let me be clearly understood. His sensibility is really very great; and it is impossible to be sensible, unless one thinks vividly, unless one thinks correctly, starting from intelligible premises to an unsophisticated conclusion.

			This is literary honesty. It may be remarked that it does not differ very greatly from the ideal honesty of the respectable majority, from the honesty of law-givers, of warriors, of kings, of bricklayers, of all those who express their fundamental sentiment in the ordinary course of their activities, by the work of their hands.

			The work of Maupassant’s hands is honest. He thinks sufficiently to concrete his fearless conclusions in illuminative instances. He renders them with that exact knowledge of the means and that absolute devotion to the aim of creating a true effect – which is art. He is the most accomplished of narrators.

			It is evident that Maupassant looked upon his mankind in another spirit than those writers who make haste to submerge the difficulties of our holding place in the universe under a flood of false and sentimental assumptions. Maupassant was a true and dutiful lover of our earth. He says himself in one of his descriptive passages: ‘Nous autres que séduit la terre . . .’ It was true. The earth had for him a compelling charm. He looks upon her august and furrowed face with the fierce insight of real passion. His is the power of detecting the one immutable quality that matters in the changing aspects of nature and under the ever-shifting surface of life. To say that he could not embrace in his glance all its magnificence and all its misery is only to say that he was human. He lays claim to nothing that his matchless vision has not made his own. This creative artist has the true imagination; he never condescends to invent anything; he sets up no empty pretences. And he stoops to no littleness in his art – least of all to the miserable vanity of a catching phrase.

			J. Conrad

		

	
		
			The Field of Olives

			I

			WHEN THE MEN of Garandou, a little Provençal seaport at the end of the Bay of Pisca, between Marseilles and Toulon, made out the Abbé Vilbois’s boat returning from fishing, they went down to the shore to help in hauling her up.

			The Abbé was alone, and, in spite of his fifty-eight years, he pulled at the oars with uncommon energy, like an able seaman. With his sleeves rolled over his muscular arms, with his cassock turned up and held in place by his knees, and partly unbuttoned at the chest, with his three-cornered hat lying on the seat by his side, and wearing instead a cork helmet covered with white cloth, he looked like a robust and exceptional priest in a tropical land, a man more suited for adventure than for saying mass.

			From time to time he glanced behind him to make certain of the landing point, then recommenced pulling with a rhythmical, powerful, steady stroke, to show those inferior sailors of the South once more how the men of the North can handle the oars.

			The boat, keeping her way to the last, ran up the shore as if she meant to climb the sands, ploughing a furrow with her keel; then she stopped short, and the five men who had been watching the Abbé’s arrival, drew near, looking pleased, appreciative, and full of good-will towards their priest.

			‘Well,’ said one, with his strong Provençal accent, ‘have you had a good catch, monsieur le curé?’

			The Abbé Vilbois stowed his oars, changed his helmet for the three-cornered hat, turned down his sleeves, and buttoned up his cassock; then, having resumed the appearance and bearing of a village minister, he replied proudly:

			‘Yes, yes, excellent – three loups, two murènes, and some girelles.’

			The five fishermen went up to the boat, they leaned over the gunwale, and with the air of connoisseurs examined the dead creatures, the fat loups, the flat-headed murènes, hideous serpents of the sea, and the violet girelles, streaked with zigzag, golden, orange-coloured stripes.

			One of the men said:

			‘I will carry them home for you, monsieur le curé.’

			‘Thank you, my boy.’

			The priest shook hands all round and started off, followed by the one man, leaving the others occupied with his boat.

			He took long, slow strides, with an air of strength and dignity. He was still warm from having rowed with so much vigour; in passing under the light shade of the olive trees he took off his hat now and then to expose, to the sultry evening air cooled a little by a slight breeze, his square forehead, surmounted with white hair, straight and close cut, the forehead of an officer rather than of a priest. The village came into sight, on a rising knoll, in the middle of a broad open valley sloping towards the sea.

			It was a July evening. The dazzling sun, nearly touching the jagged crest of the distant hills, cast the interminable shadow of the priest slantingly over the white road that was buried under a shroud of dust. An enormous three-cornered hat went along in the neighbouring field, like a large sombre blotch, that seemed to play at climbing nimbly on to all the trunks of the olive trees that it met, to fall again immediately and creep along the ground.

			From under the feet of the Abbé Vilbois a cloud of fine dust, of that impalpable flour-like powder with which the Provençal roads are covered in summer, rose up like smoke around his cassock, veiled it and shaded its hem with a grey tint, which, by degrees, grew lighter and lighter. He went along, refreshed now, with his hands in his pockets and the slow and powerful gait of a mountaineer making an ascent. His tranquil eyes looked at the village, his village, where he had been priest for twenty years – the village chosen by him, obtained by great favour, and where he counted on dying. The church – his church – crowned the large cone of houses packed closely together, with its two unequal and square towers of brown stone, that raised, in this beautiful southern valley, their ancient silhouettes, more like turrets of a strong castle than belfries of a sacred edifice.

			The Abbé felt pleased, for he had caught three loups, two murènes, and some girelles.

			He would have this fresh little triumph amongst his parishioners – he whom they esteemed above all, perhaps because he was, in spite of his age, the most muscular man in the neighbourhood. Those slight, innocent vanities were his greatest pleasure. He could cut the stem of flowers in two with a pistol shot, he fenced sometimes with his neighbour the tobacconist, an old regimental fencing master, and he could swim better than anyone on that coast.

			He had once been a man of the world, well known and very elegant – the Baron Vilbois, who had taken orders at thirty-two, after an unfortunate love affair.

			Descended from an old Picardian royalist and religious family, who, for several generations, had given their sons to the army, to the bench, or to the church, he had thought at first of following his mother’s advice and taking orders; then, at the instance of his father, he had decided to go simply to Paris, to take his degree and afterwards to devote himself seriously to the law.

			But while he was finishing his studies, his father succumbed to pneumonia after a day’s shooting in the fens, and his mother, overcome with grief, died shortly afterwards. Then, having suddenly inherited a large fortune, he gave up the idea of making any kind of career, in order to enjoy the life of a rich man.

			Being a handsome youth, and intelligent, although his mind was confined by beliefs, traditions, and principles, hereditary like his muscles of the Picardian squire, he pleased people; he was a success in good society, and enjoyed the life of a high-principled, wealthy, and esteemed young man.

			But it happened that, after some meetings at a friend’s house, he fell in love with a young actress, quite a young pupil from the Conservatoire, who had made a brilliant début at the Odéon.

			He fell in love with her with all the violence, with all the passion, of a man born to believe in absolute ideas. He fell in love with her, seeing her through the romantic part in which she had obtained her great success the first time she appeared before the public.

			She was pretty, naturally perverse, with the air of a naive child, which he called the air of an angel. She knew how to conquer him completely, how to make of him one of those raving madmen, one of those lunatics that a single glance or a fluttering skirt of a woman kindles into flame on the pile of mortal passions. He took her as his mistress, made her leave the stage, and loved her, for four years, with continually increasing ardour. Certainly, in spite of his name and the honourable traditions of his family, he would have ended by marrying her, if he had not discovered one day that she had been deceiving him for a long time, with the friend who had introduced him to her.

			The drama was all the more terrible in that she was enceinte, and he was awaiting the birth of the child to make up his mind about the marriage.

			When he held in his hands the proofs (some letters he had discovered in a drawer), he reproached her for her unfaithfulness, her perfidy, and her ignominy, with all his half-savage brutality.

			But she, impudent and audacious, as certain of the one man as of the other, a child of the people that erect barricades, braved and insulted his anger; and when he was on the point of giving way to his fury, she cried:

			‘Don’t kill me. The child is not yours, it’s his.’

			This arrested him; and she, afraid at last of the death which she saw coming from the glance and terrifying gestures of that man, repeated:

			‘It isn’t yours. It’s his.’

			He murmured with clenched teeth, thunderstruck:

			‘The child.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You lie.’

			He could not believe it. And before the persistent menace of his aspect she made a last effort to save her life.

			‘I tell you it is his. Think how long we have been living together! You would have been a father before now.’

			This argument struck him as being like truth itself. In one of those flashes of thought, when so many arguments appear at the same time with illuminating clearness, precise, irrefutable, conclusive, and irresistible, he was convinced; he was sure that he could not be the father of that unborn, miserable offspring of a prostitute; and, suddenly relieved, set free, and almost appeased, he gave up all thought of killing this infamous creature.

			He said in a calmer voice:

			‘Get up, be off, and don’t let me ever see you again.’

			She obeyed. She was vanquished, and went away.

			He never saw her again.

			He, for his part, went away also. He went towards the south, towards the sun, and stopped in a village, in the middle of a valley, by the side of the Mediterranean. The appearance of a little inn, with a view of the sea, pleased him; he took a room in it and resolved to stay. He lived there eighteen months, in his grief, in his despair, in complete isolation. He lived there with the preying memory of the treacherous woman, of her charm, her atmosphere, her indescribable sorcery, her presence, and her caresses.

			He wandered about the Provençal valleys, walking in the sunlight that fell sifting through the greyish leaves of the olive trees, haunted by his one thought, brain-sick and weary.

			But his old pious ideas, his first faith (its ardour a little cooled) returned very gently to his heart in this dolorous solitude. Religion, which had appeared to him before like the abandonment of an unknown world, appeared to him now like a refuge from a life full of deceit and torture. He had preserved the habit of prayer. In his grief he took refuge in that, and he often went, in the twilight, to kneel down in the shadowy church, where the speck of light sparkled from the lamp, alone at the end of the choir, sacred guardian of the sanctuary and symbol of the divine presence.

			He dared to confide his trouble to God; to his God; and he told Him of all his wretchedness. He asked Him for advice, pity, help, protection, and consolation; and each time he put more feeling into his prayers, which he repeated every day with an increasing fervour.

			His bruised heart, eaten up by the love for a woman, remained open and throbbing, always desirous of tenderness; and little by little, by dint of praying, by living like a hermit with growing habits of piety, by abandoning himself to the secret communication of devout souls with the Saviour who consoles and enshrouds the wretched sinner, the mystical love for God took possession of his soul and drove away the other passion.

			Then he resumed his early plans, and decided to offer to the Church a shattered life which he had been so near giving her with its purity intact.

			He was ordained a priest. Using the influence of his family and his high connections, he got himself appointed to serve in this poor village parish in Provence, where chance had thrown him at first; having given away a great part of his wealth to charity, he kept only as much as would allow him to remain useful and helpful to the poor until his death; and he took refuge in a tranquil existence of pious practices and devotion to his fellow beings.

			He made a worthy priest, with narrow views, a kind of religious guide with a soldier’s temperament, a guide of the Church who masterfully leads into the straight road erring, blind humanity, lost in this forest of life, where all our instincts, our tastes, our desires are tracks that direct us astray. But much of the man of another time remained alive in him. He did not lose his love of violent exercise, active sports, and fencing; and he dreaded women, all of them, with the fear of a child before a mysterious danger.

			II

			THE SAILOR WHO followed the priest had on the tip of his tongue all the southerner’s desire to talk. He was afraid to, for the Abbé cast a spell of respect over his flock. At last he hazarded:

			‘Well, does your little bastide please you, monsieur le curé?’

			This little place was one of those microscopic houses where the Provençals settle down in summer for a change from town and village. The Abbé had hired this tiny dwelling in a field, five minutes’ walk from the vicarage (which was too small and confined), in the centre of the parish, close to the church.

			He did not live in the bastide continuously even in summer, he only went there for a few days, now and again, to breathe freely in the midst of the fields and to do some pistol practice.

			‘Yes, my friend,’ said the priest, ‘I like being there.’
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