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BEL-AMI

Guy de Maupassant was born in Normandy in 1850. At his parents’ separation he stayed with his mother, who was a friend of Flaubert. As a young man he was lively and athletic, but the first symptoms of syphilis appeared in the late 1870s. By this time Maupassant had become Flaubert’s pupil in the art of prose. On the publication of the first short story to which he put his name, ‘Boule de suif’, he left his job in the civil service and his temporary alliance with the disciples of Zola at Médan, and devoted his energy to professional writing. In the next eleven years he published dozens of articles, nearly three hundred stories and six novels, the best known of which are A Woman’s Life, Bel-Ami and Pierre and Jean. He led a hectic social life, lived up to his reputation for womanizing and fought his disease. By 1889 his friends saw that his mind was in danger, and in 1891 he attempted suicide and was committed to an asylum in Paris, where he died two years later.

Douglas Parmée studied at Trinity College, Cambridge, the University of Bonn, and the Sorbonne. After serving in RAF Intelligence, he returned to teach at Cambridge, where he was Fellow and Director of Studies at Queens’ College. He now lives in Adelaide, South Australia. He has written widely on French studies, notably on 19th and 20th century French poetry; he is also a prize-winning translator, mainly from French and German. His other translations in the Penguin Classics are Fontane’s Effi Briest and Zola’s La Terre.




Maupassant and Bel-Ami

In 1885, when Bel-Ami was published, Maupassant was in the prime of life and at the height of his literary powers; at the same time, he was already under sentence of death from the syphilis which was to bring him to an untimely end. This dichotomy of strength and weakness, success and failure, splendour and squalor, runs as a double thread throughout the novel.


Born in Normandy in 1850, Maupassant had been indelibly marked by his provincial upbringing – hence, of course, the striking vision of Rouen and the vivid picture of Norman country life during Bel-Ami’s honeymoon visit to his coarse-grained yet not unsympathetic peasant parents; these Normans are engaging mainly, no doubt, because in Sartrean terms, they are authentiques, lacking the hypocrisy that damns almost all the characters in the novel – the male characters at least for, as we shall see, the women tend to be refreshing exceptions.

Like Georges Duroy, Maupassant was soon drawn to try his luck in Paris. As a first step, he became a petty clerk in the French Admiralty – a hateful job from which he sought respite in two almost obsessive pursuits: the pursuit of sport – mainly rowing and swimming in the charming riverside towns of the Ile de France; and, almost as an ironical balance to the pursuit of fitness, the exhausting counter-sport of inordinate pursuit of women, whom he frequently caught – or was caught by. I use the word ‘sport’ in this context deliberately, for, as with Bel-Ami, emotional involvement seems to have been singularly lacking, even though Duroy’s brutal self-interest seems also to have played no part in his adventures.

More than bonńes fortunes, Maupassant had had one immense single piece of luck to restore and consolidate his self-respect and legitimate ambition: he came to know Gustave Flaubert, whose major masterpiece, L’Éducation sentimentale, was published just before the author of Bel-Ami was twenty and all ready to receive its imprint. Flaubert took to the young man, encouraged him to write and to show him what he had written; and although he died in 1880, the master had had the time to form his pupil’s taste and style and leave an indelible mark on the latter’s whole approach to writing.

Under this tuition, while still a petty functionary, Maupassant started publishing short stories (‘La main d’écorché’ dates from 1875); and through his literary activity he now began to strike up literary acquaintances, including such well-known figures as Daudet, Turgenev, Edmond, the elder Goncourt brother (Jules had died in 1870), and above all the up-and-coming naturalists led by Émile Zola. With Zola and his less well known but devoted naturalistic disciples Alexis, Céard, Hennique and Huysmans, Maupassant formed the groupe de Médan, so called because they met at Zola’s country house at Médan, near Paris. It was in collaboration with this spearhead of naturalism that Maupassant produced in 1880 his first undoubted masterpiece, ‘Boule de suif’, set in the Franco-Prussian war. Each member of the group had agreed to write a short story on a military theme – in fact, an anti-war theme, as might be expected from the strong anti-militaristic stance of the naturalists generally (a stance which, incidentally, is plainly visible in the anti-imperialistic tone of Bel-Ami; and we recall, too, that one of the least endearing of Duroy’s characteristics is his callous ex-N.C.O.’s attitude not only towards Arabs but towards all peaceful citizens).

‘Boule de suif’, the outstanding story of the collection, brought Maupassant’s name not only before the public but before the shrewd eyes of Paris newspaper editors. Like Bel-Ami, Maupassant became a reporter and columnist; in 1881, for example, we find him reporting the French campaign against Tunisia and later against Algeria. Here again, he knew what he was talking about when he makes Bel-Ami speak and write about his own military experiences in North Africa.

In 1881 Maupassant published his first collection of short stories and henceforth his years of painful apprenticeship were over. He had found his métier, and we may hope that Bel-Ami’s resounding and triumphant resignation from his railway clerk’s job had its real-life counterpart in the author’s final departure from the French Ministry of Education, whither he had moved from the Admiralty in 1878. In any case, the farewell is clearly heart-felt and an excellent example of how funny Maupassant can be when he chooses.

From now on, Maupassant’s life was unbroken success – literary, financial, social and sexual (he played as hard as he worked). And yet, steadily as his sun shone, it was equally steadily obscured by the relentless progress of his disease. As if realizing that his years, if not yet his days, were numbered, Maupassant was continuously, almost feverishly, active. In 1883 he published his first full-length novel, Une Vie, certainly one of the best naturalistic novels after those of Zola. He also travelled widely and wrote travel stories; he bought a yacht which he christened Bel-Ami and he cruised the Mediterranean. The smart salons of Paris – often Jewish – opened their doors to him, and this resulted in society novels such as Fort comme la mort (1889) and, in the following year, Notre Cœur. But above all, indefatigably, he produced one collection of short stories after another – three of them in 1885 alone, the same year in which Bel-Ami was published, and yet another two collections in the following year. In all, in his short life – he died in 1893, aged 43 – Maupassant produced half a dozen novels and well over 250 short stories.

The theme of Bel-Ami – the endeavours of an ambitious young provincial to make good in Paris – was, of course, far from new, though Maupassant’s analysis of the various ingredients for success – seduction of women, single-mindedness, low cunning and straight luck – is outstandingly penetrating. But already, in the early eighteenth century, Marivaux in his Le Paysan parvenu, had produced a novel on the subject and Bel-Ami’s basic approach – via women – is the same as that of Marivaux’s peasant hero (or anti-hero). The milieu through which Bel-Ami makes his mark, Parisian journalism, was also no novelty: in Illusions perdues (1837–43) Balzac had also shown a young provincial, Lucien de Rubempré, determined – but, compared with Bel-Ami, not determined enough – to achieve fame and fortune by exploiting a venal and unscrupulous press. But here comparisons tend to cease: Bel-Ami is a completely original and individual character, and Maupassant’s picture of Paris journalism is so up-to-date as to remind us unpleasantly of certain unsavoury aspects of the modern press. The women surrounding Duroy, too, are in general resolutely modern and vividly realized individuals, and the political and financial scene, mainly concerned with the sleazier and more unscrupulous aspects of colonization, seems to us today appallingly authentic. Throughout the novel, giving it its very special flavour, run the alternating threads of Maupassant’s general obsessions – the decadence of the French aristocracy, urban social corruption, illness and death contrasting with the health of nature and the countryside, fresh air and sun – as well as quite specific obsessions with war and duelling. This last, although a not uncommon theme in French nineteenth-century literature, is treated by Maupassant with a density of detail that is completely personal; I know of no deeper and more vivid exploration of fear and courage in any work of literature than the chapter dealing with Duroy’s duel.

One of the paradoxes of the excellence of the novel Bel-Ami is naturally that the author’s reputation rests primarily on his skill as a short-story writer; but this paradox is diminished when we look more closely at Bel-Ami and discover that it is, in fact, largely built up (like Flaubert’s novels) round successive episodes whose concision and dramatic effect offer great similarities to Maupassant’s short-story technique. Some of these episodes, for example the chapters on Duroy’s duel or Forestier’s death, could stand alone as stories in their own right, although they obviously take on their full significance in the carefully structured context of the whole novel. What is more, despite the fact that Maupassant’s technique of the short story has been analysed by many critics, it is frequently forgotten that it is Maupassant himself who has taken the trouble, with obvious pleasure, to spell out in considerable detail his ideas on the technique of novel-writing. He does this in his preface to Pierre et Jean, a novel published only two years after Bel-Ami, and it will repay us to look at these ideas rather more closely, since they greatly illuminate the earlier work.

Maupassant starts by asserting that the first and most important credo of any novelist is his absolute liberty to choose whatever subject interests him and to treat it in whatever manner he wishes. Having said this, however, he goes on to describe modern novel-writing in terms that have obvious special relevance to Bel-Ami. A specifically modern novelist, he says, aims not at


telling a story or entertaining us or touching our hearts but at forcing us to think and understand the deeper, hidden meaning of events … he will show … how people’s mentalities change under the influence of their environment, how feelings and passions develop, how people love or hate each other, how they fight each other, he will show the clashes within bourgeois society, their interest in money-making and in their family, their political interests; the important thing is thus not to provoke emotion or to charm the reader but to bring together a steady stream of small facts from which the overall meaning of his work will emerge.



He concludes that, whereas earlier novelists were interested in excessive moral or sentimental crises, the modern novelist sets out to describe normal experience.


But here Maupassant introduces an important caveat: any attempt to describe the whole truth and nothing but the truth is doomed to failure. The novelist, although concerned with facts and details, is not a mere photographer. Life is too complex and too rich to be included in its entirety – as Maupassant points out, you would need a whole volume at least to deal with the incidents of one day alone. Also, life in the raw is too haphazard, too shapeless, too illogical, too contradictory and too unexpected to provide more than the basic material. Thus, for both these reasons – the superabundance of life and its random nature – the novelist is forced to make a choice. What is more, this choice will be a strictly personal one, since each novelist, willy-nilly, sees life in accordance with his own interests, his own tastes, his own temperament and his own senses. There can be no question, in fact, of there being one single Reality; there are as many realities as there are novelists, so that Reality as a whole is merely the sum of each individual’s personal illusion of reality – an interesting adumbration of Proust’s theory of absolute solipsism.

Yet, while admitting that such a view validates any conception whatsoever of the novelist’s task, in the latter part of his essay Maupassant seems to come down strongly, although not exclusively, in favour of what he calls the objective approach. Such objective novelists show us events, while avoiding complicated psychological explanations and examination of motives: they show people in action in their novels in the same way as, in real life, we watch the external actions of people whose motives may well escape not only us but themselves. It is hardly necessary to point out the extreme modernity of such an approach. It is one of the basic principles of the nouveau roman that it is impossible to enter, either by observation or introspection, into the infinitely subtle and infinitely mysterious workings of the mind; pure psychological analysis is at best a very rough-and-ready attempt to give our subjective experience some specious sort of objectivity. But there is a final compromise possible, which is Maupassant’s solution: analysis is rough-and-ready but there is something which can be completely accurate, personal and in its way far more telling and informative than psychological analysis. This method is the exact description of the outer world; colour, shape, movement, gesture and even sound are able to reveal to us all we can and need to know about the characters in a novel. They can also create a completely original universe, real because of its recognizable link with experience, but unique as the imaginative creation of the personal vision of each individual novelist. It is here that we realize all that Maupassant owes, as he freely and generously admits, to Flaubert’s teaching. The essential thing is to observe everything you wish to include in your work long and closely enough to discover some aspect which has never been seen or expressed by anyone before, because in everything there is unexplored territory. When looking at people and things, we must resist the force of habit of remembering what other writers have previously thought about the people and things we are observing. In fact, the smallest object – a grain of sand, says Maupassant – contains a slight quantity of the unknown, something never hitherto seen or, if seen, left unexplored; and this is what the novelist must seek and find. If we add that this approach must obviously include for a novelist not only the external world but the world that he invents and observes in his mind’s eye, we are coming close to understanding Maupassant’s method in Bel-Ami.

The point is to develop, by unremitting labour, the sharpness and originality of the novelist’s inner and outer vision. Let us quote the memorable and decisive words of advice given to his disciple by the great master. Says Flaubert:


When you pass in front of a grocer sitting in front of his door, a concierge smoking his pipe, or a cab rank, show me that grocer and that concierge, their attitude, their whole physical appearance which through the skill of the picture that you draw of them indicates their whole moral nature too,* and do it in such a way that I cannot confuse them with any other grocer or concierge and, with a single word, show me how one cab’s horse is different from the fifty others in front of or behind it.



If we apply these reflections to Bel-Ami we can now see plainly what gives the work its unique and haunting quality. Anyone can imagine a careerist making his way in life over the bodies of a few selected (or sometimes, as in real life, random) women; anyone can set his hero down in politico – journalistic circles in contemporary Paris; but it needs an indefatigable talent approaching genius to produce such an exact, indelibly vivid and varied vision of a hero, heroines, subsidiary characters, specific events and settings as we find in Bel-Ami. And notice that I use the word vision advisedly, for in this novel there is no mere photographic banality but a heightened and imaginative visual creation resulting from the use of carefully selected significant detail.

We cannot see this method of external observation for internal revelation at work better than in our contacts with Duroy himself. It might be said that, to a great extent, rather than a single person he is the product of a varied series of focusing points of view; he is shown throughout as someone who is there mainly to be looked at and, having been looked at, revealed inwardly and outwardly. From the very first page he is the cynosure of all eyes – in the first chapter, for example, all the diners in the cheap restaurant look up at him as he pays for his meal and leaves. He, too, looks and is aware of being looked at; already, he has the automatic gesture of stroking – perhaps fondling is the better word – his most striking physical feature, his curly auburn mousţache. Here is the exact, telling detail which by reiteration we shall never be allowed to forget; in a sense, Georges is his moustache. Later on as he goes to his first dinner in a hired suit of reach-me-downs, it is he himself who, amazed, observes his own image in a mirror on the way upstairs to the dinner-party which is going to change his fate; never was a metamorphosis more vividly foreshadowed. Still later, in one of the most penetrating and at times richly absurd descriptions of fear in French literature (all the more impressive because, being undoctrinaire, Maupassant skilfully mingles some introspection with close observation), we see how Georges, a drunken coward (who is perhaps not quite a coward? Maupassant leaves us in doubt, in the same doubt that we often feel in real life) can give a splendid, and quite misleading, portrayal of authentic courage, which fools even the duelling expert, Rival. Finally, of course, there is the apotheosis of the wealthy and powerful Baron Du Roy de Cantel, walking arrogantly to the sound of the triumphantly pealing organ down the aisle of the church of the Madeleine, the cynosure this time of the eyes of le tout Paris and, outside the church, of hundreds of gawping envious bystanders – a far cry from the first sight of the well-nigh destitute but still dashing Georges Duroy being watched by half a dozen seedy diners in a cheap restaurant. Meanwhile, instead of being the prey to a parching thirst and an impotent lust, as he walks arm in arm with his pretty young bride, with cynical irony Maupassant shows his hero toying with erotic images, not of his approaching wedding night, but of past encounters with his mistress which he is clearly planning to revive.

The milieu of the novel is conceived in equally vivid visual terms. First and foremost, of course, brilliantly personified so that it becomes the co-hero (or co-antihero) of the novel, there is Paris in the 1880s. We are taken the rounds of domesticity, from the squalor of a workers’ tenement where Duroy ekes out his early struggling existence, to the elegant and artistic salon of a wealthy and intelligent political hostess, and to the flashy pretentiousness of the home of a rich Jewish arriviste banker and newspaper proprietor. All these rooms and houses are most carefully individualized; when you are taken into any one of them, there is never the slightest possibility of confusing it with any other, such is Maupassant’s remarkable gift of noting the revealing detail.

This is domestic Paris; but there is also the broader picture of a public Paris. At the beginning of the book, we have, for example, the description of the crowded terrace of a boulevard café on a stifling night which takes on an almost moral intensity as the parched Duroy, too impoverished to afford more than, at most, a couple of beers, looks longingly at the colourful array of refreshments on the tables, and with envy and hatred at the rich bourgeois able to pay for them in good gold coins. There are similar overtones in the description of two other typical Paris occasions when he visits the fashionable Bois de Boulogne; once on an evening drive with Madeleine when, in a richly sensual description, the darkness and cosy warmth, relieved by the sudden cool freshness of tree and water, combine to turn each of the carriages, all containing an amorous couple as they pass in constant procession, into so many nests of erotic pleasure, so that the impression is created of one vast conspiracy of voluptuous coitus. A similarly erotic approach – Paris, for Maupassant, is primarily the seat of sexual pleasure – is found on a second occasion when, alone this time, Bel-Ami, walking along the Avenue du Bois and observing in a spirit of bravado and indignant cynicism the smart gentry in their carriages and the elegant horsemen and horsewomen, recites to himself the hidden secrets of their lives: this one lives by gambling, this one lives on his wife’s wealth (while despising and neglecting her), this one has earned her elegant clothes, horses and carriage by services rendered on her back, this one is a fashionable actress and keen Lesbian: not one is honest or reputable, although many are hypocritical enough to pass themselves off as such, while others are too cynical to care.

Into this fascinating amoral and brilliant macrocosm – superficially brilliant at least – Maupassant inserts a number of largely squalid microcosms, the first and foremost being the highly successful and entirely dishonest world of the paper La Vie française, run by its Jewish owner, Walter. There is a strong undercurrent of anti-semitism in the novel and we remember that the Dreyfus case was soon to break. He runs it purely as the most efficient means to further his political, social, but above all financial ambitions. After all, if you’re wealthy enough you can be certain of buying any political or social success that you want, even if you are a despised Jew; and after his successful speculative swindle in Moroccan bonds, ‘that Jew Walter’, the proprietor of La Vie française, becomes ‘the wealthy Israelite M. Walter’.

Maupassant took care to explain that, in Bel-Ami, he was not intending to disparage all newspapers and all journalists; yet, deliberate or not, there is a dreadful air of authenticity about the fictional La Vie française. The flashy pretentiousness of its offices and furnishings are all too plausible, as are the dishonest, seedy, mediocre, boozy reporters intent on exploiting their expense accounts, casually invading people’s privacy and inventing (or shamelessly cribbing from each other) their news, either because they want to please the proprietors of their papers or else because they are too idle to take the trouble to find out the truth for themselves. Perhaps two of the cruellest and most convincing scenes of the whole novel are the description of the reporters’ room, where skill at cup-and-ball is shown to create an inner hierarchy more important than any journalistic skill, and the scene in the waiting room of La Vie française, where anxious suitors wishing to see the editor are being fobbed off with the conventional placebo: ‘the editor is holding an important conference’ – and the reader is thereupon transported into the editor’s grand office where the conference turns out to be a game of cards between Walter and his shady political associates, ‘Walter’s gang’. The cynicism, the sheer craziness and illogicality of such a world, is exactly that of Waugh’s Scoop; one is tempted to speculate whether Waugh knew Bel-Ami – or is it not rather that the world of journalism, at least of a certain journalism, is irrevocably sleazy?

Mention of ‘Walter’s gang’ brings us to the parallel world of finance and politics – equally unsavoury but much less amusing and all the more terrifying: the world of unabashed lust for power. Maupassant knew this world far less well and we learn about it, rather than see it directly in action. However, we do, for example, visit a couple of political salons: the dreary platitudinous one of Madame Walter, buzzing with banal chit-chat, where the hostess’s most important gift is to produce the stock anodyne response to every social occasion; and the more elegant and intelligent one of Duroy’s first wife, Madeleine. Above all, however, we meet a political intriguer, perhaps the most contemptible and ultimately ridiculous of all the characters in the novel: a wily provincial popinjay – a lawyer, needless to say – completely unscrupulous, self-seeking and venal. We rather wonder what Madeleine can see in him, until we remember that, with all his mediocrity, he is, ironically enough, the French Foreign Minister and thus able to satisfy her insatiable desire to pull the strings of power behind the scenes. However, his adulterous affair with her (and he is caught in the act in one of the funniest of many funny episodes in the novel) brings him down and, as might be expected, he is ditched without a second thought by Walter now that he is no longer of use in the banker’s wheeling and dealing. Laroche-Mathieu has committed the unforgivable sin: he has failed and been found out and he must go to the wall like all failures in this pitiless world of power. In fact, the whole political and financial background of the novel shows a régime rotten to the core and one may feel that it is a not greatly distorted picture of France under the Third Republic, reeling from one private or public scandal to the next until Hitler gave it its long deserved quietus in 1940.

And now let us look briefly at the women with whose help Duroy, from being an ignorant, unsubtle, brutal, peasant-bred ex-N.C.O., turns into an outstanding political journalist, a formidable intriguer and, if need be, blackmailer, an assured man of the world, a member of the Legion of Honour (through the good offices of that connoisseur of honour, Laroche-Mathieu, his wife’s lover), a baron and future deputy and senator. All these women are splendidly individualized and differentiated and, interestingly enough, despite their weaknesses of the flesh (venial sins in Maupassant’s code of values) markedly nicer than almost all of the main male characters. First, the impulsive, affectionate, adventurous, sensual gamine Clotilde, who slowly refines Duroy’s sensibilities. (Though he does beat her up later on, a beating-up for which, typically, she ultimately bears him no malice. Did she not, basically, have a weakness for brutality?) Then there is the cool, intelligent, fully emancipated Madeleine whose views on marriage are a paradigm for Women’s Lib. It is Madeleine’s task to teach Duroy his job as journalist, to polish his wit and his party manners – she herself having been polished by a long-standing affair with the civilized and courteous Comte de Vaudrec. Next, there is handsome, if rather bulky, Madame Walter, who represents the middle-aged menopausal and devout slumbering volcano suddenly swept off her feet, in a loveless marriage, by the charm of a blond moustache and piercing blue eyes: not an entirely convincing affair, to my mind, although certainly not without its funny as well as its potentially tragic side. The chief purpose of this absurd adventure seems to be to highlight the piquancy of Du Roy’s elopement with Suzanne, Madame Walter’s pretty doll of a daughter. Young girls are notoriously difficult to realize as interesting fictional characters – they tend to lack flavour; but in Suzanne it seems to me that Maupassant has created a very vivid portrait of a pert, spoilt, mischievous daughter of affluent family – a smart, fashionable deb. Moreover, although she is at a gullible age, Maupassant endows her with plenty of potential development. I doubt if Du Roy’s plans of a successful political marriage to a wealthy, chic girl combined with the continuation of a cosy affair with Clotilde have a very firm foundation; it would be nice (and well within the continuously ironic intention of the novelist) to think that in Suzanne, self-willed as she is, Du Roy has bitten off more than he can chew. But, in general, what is remarkable is the extent to which all these female characters, on whom Maupassant has obviously lavished great care, are completely realized and recognizable modern women (except perhaps Madame Walter); we could run across them today in any Paris or London street.

Bel-Ami is far from being a didactic novel but it is equally not a purely ‘realistic’ one. As we mentioned earlier, it is at an illusion of reality by the use of the selected detail that Maupassant was aiming; and it is in this selection that Maupassant is able to lift the veil on some of his beliefs and obsessions and hint at certain aspects of a view of life inherent in them. Of these, the two main ones, it seems to me, are the themes of mediocrity and of futility.

For the first of these, as Bel-Ami is clearly an anatomy of careerism, it is surely significant that, as human beings, not one of the successful characters can be defined as other than mediocre. The young political editor of La Vie française, Madeleine’s husband Charles Forestier, if kind-hearted, is a complacent second-rater who depends almost entirely on his wife to write his articles for him and consequently is prepared to overlook her adulterous connection with Vaudrec. Walter, interested only in money and the social position it can assure him, is a complete vulgarian, as is amply revealed by his hilarious conducted tour of his art gallery, art for him being either a commodity or a frivolous pastime; he is also mean – not that this distinguishes him especially from other characters in the novel; Maupassant is well aware of this besetting sin of his compatriots. What we see of the ‘great’ poet Norbert de Varenne shows us that he is seedy and futile, and the only two lines of poetry of his which we hear him (soulfully) declaiming are distressingly banal. Another successful collaborator of La Vie française, Jacques Rival, even if amiable and generous, owes his ‘smart’ reputation purely to his expertise as a duellist, and we may legitimately see him as representing a deep scepticism as to the moral value of physical courage, and a criticism of the modern fetish of athleticism. Of Laroche-Mathieu we have already spoken. Finally, we do not need to emphasize that Bel-Ami’s own success owes more to his shrewd use of his good looks and roving penis than to any skill (again based mainly on Madeleine Forestier’s intelligence) he may possess as a reporter – a skill which in any case is shown as consisting of a crafty blend of hints, half-truths and downright lies.

The road to success is thus largely paved by wily mediocrity; but, fortunately, as a counterbalance and a sort of poetic justice, Maupassant takes pains to underline the basic futility of ambition. Success is ultimately futile because of the ephemerality of all life. Maupassant knew that he was himself condemned to an early death, and this obsession runs like a sombre streak throughout the whole novel. Charles Forestier is struck down by tuberculosis in his late twenties; the wealthy self-confident Vaudrec is stricken equally unexpectedly; the poet Norbert de Varenne is pursued by loneliness and the dreadful fear of ultimate and absolute extinction; and even the resilient Georges is plagued more than once in the middle of his meteoric success by intimations of mortality.

It would be wrong to end this study of Bel-Ami on such a pessimistic note. This is not a work of pure subversion and Maupassant is not preaching the cause of nihilism, nor is the novel devoted exclusively to an analysis of either the mediocrity of the ambitious or the futility of life. Maupassant is a sensual and earthy writer, and so, forgetting the images of dreary decay, let us conclude by rediscovering the excitement of living. The Folies-Bergère may be noisy, vulgar and immoral; but how colourful, how irresistibly thrilling, how charged with throbbing excitement is its swirling throng of eager males and flashy predatory females. A smart Paris restaurant may be a furtive rendezvous of illicit encounters, but how delightful and comfortable are the deep settees and glittering glass and soft lights of its private rooms; and who could resist its delicious menu of plump Ostend oysters, pink-fleshed trout (as pink as a girl’s flesh, says Maupassant), tender lamb cutlets on a bed of asparagus tips, young partridge served with quails, peas and foie gras with crisp salad, the whole washed down with bubbly and finished off with liqueurs. And, of course, the conversation turns on love, or rather, on elegant smut, and the whole thing ends appropriately with the conquering Georges enjoying in the cab on the way to her home the first and most exciting of all the bodies that come his way in the novel. How beautiful in its sunlit splendour of sea and mountain is the landscape round Cannes, even if it is the backdrop for the painful and harrowing death of Charles Forestier. And, despite the obvious squalor of country life, how grandiose and richly satisfying is the countryside round Rouen where Duroy’s parents live. They, too, with all their obvious poverty, forget their hardships as they celebrate with coarse yet bracing gusto (cider rather than champagne, but it still makes you merry) the return of their son with his plump-bosomed, rich and elegant bride.

Let us leave Bel-Ami here: life may be nasty and sometimes brutish and short; but, says Maupassant, it has its compensations. It’s worth living – and, in any case, what else can we do? Let’s make the most of it, bitter-sweet as it is: you may, like Duroy, be lucky – and luck, too, is not to be underrated.


Douglas Parmée 
Queens’ College

Cambridge 
April 1974  
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   Part I

   
       

   

   BEL-AMI






Chapter 1

Taking the change for his five-franc piece from the woman behind the till, Duroy left the restaurant. A well set-up man, with all the swagger of an ex-cavalry N.C.O., he drew himself up, twirled his moustache with a familiar soldierly gesture and swiftly cast his eye round the room over the belated diners like a handsome young man looking for fish to catch.


The women had looked up and were watching him: three little working-class girls; a slovenly, unkempt middle-aged music mistress with a permanently dusty hat and a dress which never fitted properly; and a couple of middle-class housewives with their husbands, regular customers of this cheap little restaurant.

He remained standing on the pavement for a moment, debating what to do. It was 28 June and he had exactly three francs and forty centimes left to see him through to the end of the month. This meant either two dinners and no lunch or two lunches and no dinner, whichever he preferred. He remembered that the midday meal cost twenty-two sous as against thirty sous for dinner, so that by restricting himself to lunch he would earn a bonus of one franc twenty. That would be enough for a couple of sausage sandwiches plus two glasses of beer at some café on the boulevard: these were his main expense and the great pleasure of his evenings. So he set off down the Rue Notre-Dame-de-Lorette.

He strutted along as if he were still in uniform, with his chest stuck out and legs slightly straddled as if he had just got off his horse, and, shouldering his way through the crowd, he strode down the street with complete disregard for everyone else. His top hat, which had seen better days, was cocked at an angle over one ear and his heels made a smart click as they struck the pavement. He seemed to be offering a permanent challenge to someone, the passers-by, the houses, the whole of the town, with all the cockiness of a good-looking soldier now reduced to civilian life again.

Although his suit had cost a mere sixty francs, there was a certain flashy elegance about him, a trifle common, but undeniable. Tall, well-built and fresh-complexioned, with his light-brown hair touched with auburn, his crisply curling moustache brushed back over his upper lip, his piercing blue eyes with their tiny pupils and his naturally curly hair with its centre parting gave him a strong resemblance to the sort of young scamp favoured by popular novelists.

It was one of those summer evenings when Paris is completely airless, and in the steamy night the city was sweltering like an oven. A stink of sewage was wafting from the granite outlets of the drains, and through the low windows of basement kitchens the effluvia of stale sauces and dishwater were overflowing into the street.

Under the archways of their carriage entrances, shirt-sleeved concierges were sitting astride their cane-bottomed chairs smoking their pipes and the passers-by were creeping along exhausted, hat in hand to cool their brows.

When he had reached the boulevard he stopped once again, undecided what to do. He now felt tempted to walk on up to the Champs-Élysées and the Avenue du Bois de Boulogne and find a breath of fresh air under the trees, but he was tormented by another desire, an urge to meet a woman.

What would she be like? He had no idea but he had been waiting for her day and night for the last three months. And sometimes, thanks to his good looks and raffish air, he had managed to steal a few moments of love here and there. But he was still hoping for something more than that, something better.

He could feel his heart beating faster with lust as the street-walkers sidled up to him whispering: ‘Coming upstairs, handsome?’; but his pockets were empty and without money he dared not follow them; and he was waiting, too, for something different, less vulgar, a different kind of kiss.

Yet he was fond of places where whores congregated, he liked their dance-halls, their cafés and their streets; he liked rubbing shoulders with them, talking and chatting familiarly with them, inhaling their cheap pungent perfumes, feeling them all around him. For they were women, women for loving. He did not feel for them any of the instinctive contempt of the family man. He turned his steps towards the Madeleine and followed the crowd as it drifted along, prostrate with heat. The large cafés were crammed to overflowing with their customers spread out all over the pavement, drinking under the harsh light of their brilliantly illuminated terraces. On the little round or square tables, there were glasses of liquids of every hue, brown and red, yellow and green, while the limpid cylinders of ice sparkled invitingly in their decanters of ice-cold water.

Duroy had slowed down now and his throat was parched with thirst. It was a burning thirst such as you feel at the end of a hot summer’s day and he could imagine the delicious sensation of a cool drink slipping down his throat. But if he were to drink even two small beers that evening, it would be goodbye to his meagre meal tomorrow night and he knew all too well the feeling of ravenous hunger at the end of the month.

He said to himself: ‘I must hang on until ten o’clock and then I’ll have my glass of beer at the Café Américain. But my God I’m thirsty.’ And he looked at the men sitting drinking at the tables, all of them able to quench their thirst as and when they pleased. He walked briskly on past the cafés with a jaunty air, summing up at a glance, by their appearance or their dress, the amount of money each of them was likely to have in his pockets. And he was seized by a feeling of anger against all those people sitting there so contentedly. If you went through their pockets, you’d find gold coins, and silver, and copper there. On an average, each of them must have at least forty francs, and there were a good hundred or so in the café; a hundred times forty francs is two hundred louis! ‘The swine!’ he muttered to himself as he strutted elegantly by. If only he could have caught one of them in a quiet corner, he’d have wrung his neck without a second thought, my God, he would, just as he used to wring the necks of the peasants’ chickens when he was out on manoeuvres in the army.

And he thought of his two years in Africa and of the way he used to intimidate the Arabs in the little outposts in the south. His mouth twisted into a cruel grin as he remembered one escapade which had resulted in the death of three Ouled-Alane tribesmen and had provided him and his comrades with a score of hens, two sheep and some money, as well as something to joke about for the next six months.

They had never found out who was responsible and, indeed, they had never really tried, because an Arab was considered more or less fair game for the military.

But Paris was different. You couldn’t just set out on a nice little looting expedition with a pistol in your hand and a sword at your side, just as you pleased, with no danger from the law. He had all the instincts of an N.C.O. let loose in a conquered country. How he would have liked his two years in the desert again! What a pity he hadn’t stayed on! But there it was, he’d hoped to better himself by coming home. And now … well, what a mess he was in!

His tongue made a little dry click as he ran it round his mouth as though to discover how parched his palate was.

The exhausted crowd drifted slowly by as he kept thinking to himself: ‘The swine! All those stupid idiots have got money in their pockets.’ He knocked against them with his shoulder, whistling a cheerful little tune under his breath. Some of the men he jostled turned round with a scowl, while the women muttered ‘What a horrible man!’

He went past the Vaudeville and stopped in front of the Café Américain, wondering whether to drink his beer now because his thirst had become almost unendurable. Before making up his mind, he looked at the time on the illuminated clocks in the middle of the street. It was a quarter past nine. He knew himself only too well; as soon as he had a glass of beer in front of him, he would drink it up. And then what would he do until eleven o’clock?

He walked on. ‘I’ll go as far as the Madeleine,’ he said to himself, ‘and then come slowly back.’

As he was approaching the corner of the Place de l’Opéra he passed a stout young man going in the other direction whose face seemed vaguely familiar. He turned and followed him, trying to remember who it was, muttering to himself: ‘Where on earth have I met that chap before?’

He searched about in his mind, without success, until suddenly, in the strange way memory works, he saw him in his mind’s eye, less stout, younger and wearing the uniform of the hussars. He exclaimed out loud: ‘Well I never, it’s Forestier!’ and, lengthening his stride, he caught up with the man and tapped him on the shoulder. The walker turned round, looked at him and said: ‘What can I do for you?’

Duroy started laughing.

‘Don’t you recognize me, old man?’

‘No, I’m afraid I don’t.’

‘Georges Duroy, of the 6th Hussars.’

Forestier held out both his hands.

‘Well I’ll be damned! And how are you?’

‘Very well. And how about you?’

‘Oh, not so well. My chest is troubling me at the moment. I’ve been coughing for six months in the year ever since I caught bronchitis in Bougival, the year I came back to Paris. That must be four years ago now.’

‘Good Lord! But you look fit enough though.’

So Forestier took hold of his old comrade’s arm and started talking about his illness, his consultations, the opinions and advice of his doctors and the difficulty of doing what they advised because of his job. They said he ought to spend the winter on the Riviera but how could he? He was married and a journalist, with a very good position.

‘I’m editor of the political section of La Vie française. I cover the Senate for Le Salut and occasionally provide the literary column for La Planète. As you can see, I’ve come a long way.’

Duroy looked at him with surprise. He had changed a great deal and become much more mature. Now he had the look and manner and clothes of a successful and self-confident man, with the paunch of someone who lived well. In the old days he had been lean, slight, athletic, boisterous, scatterbrained, rowdy and always in high spirits. Three years in Paris had turned him into someone quite different, plump and serious with a few grey hairs already on his temples, even although he could only have been twenty-seven at the most.

‘Where are you going?’ Forestier asked.

‘Nowhere in particular. I was just taking a stroll before going home,’ Duroy replied.

‘Well look, would you like to come along to La Vie française with me, I’ve got some proofs to read. Then we’ll go and have a beer together.’

‘I’m with you.’

And they set off together, holding each other’s arms with that easy camaraderie that exists between old school and regimental friends.

‘What are you doing in Paris?’ enquired Forestier.

Duroy shrugged:

‘More or less down and out, that’s what. When I’d served my time, I wanted to come here to … to make my fortune or, in fact, just to live in Paris; and now, for the last six months, I’ve been working as a railway clerk at 1,500 francs a year, not a sou more.’

Forestier whistled:

‘Good Lord, that’s not much.’

‘You’re right. But what else can I do? I’m alone, I don’t know anyone, there’s no one whom I can go to for help. It’s not the will that’s lacking, I just haven’t got the means.’

His friend looked him up and down, like a practical man sizing someone up, and then stated confidently:

‘Look, old boy, here everything depends on how pushing you are. Anyone who’s a bit smart can become a Minister more easily than a chief clerk. You’ve got to assert yourself and not go around begging. But how on earth did you land up with only a job as a railway clerk?’

‘I looked around and I couldn’t find anything else. But at the moment, I do have another possibility; I’ve been offered a job as riding-master in the Pellerin riding-school. There I’ll be getting 3,000 francs at the very least.’

Forestier stopped in his tracks.

‘Don’t do that. It’s idiotic when you ought to be earning 10,000. It’ll completely ruin any future prospects. In your clerk’s job at least you’re out of sight, no one knows who you are, you can get out of it if you’re determined enough and still make your mark. But once you’re a riding-instructor, that’s the end. It’s like being a head waiter in a Paris restaurant where all the smart people go. If you give riding lessons to important people or their sons, they’ll never be able to get used to the idea of seeing you as an equal.’

He stopped talking, thought for a moment, and then asked:

‘Did you get your baccalauréat at school?’

‘No, I failed it twice.’

‘Not to worry, as long as you stayed on at school long enough to sit for it. If someone mentioned the name of Cicero or Tiberius, would you know what they’re talking about, roughly?’

‘Roughly, yes.’

‘Good, that’s all anybody knows, except for a couple of dozen silly idiots who are quite incapable of doing anything about it. It’s not difficult to appear bright, don’t worry. The main thing is never to show obvious ignorance of anything. You prevaricate, avoid the difficulty, steer clear of the problem and then catch other people out by using a dictionary. All men are stupid oafs and ignorant nincompoops.’

He spoke with the vigorous self-confidence of a man who knows what life is about, with a smile on his face as he watched the crowd go by. But suddenly he was seized by a fit of coughing and had to stand still until it was over. Then, in a disconsolate tone of voice, he added:

‘Isn’t it a bore not to be able to get rid of this bronchitis? And here we are in the middle of summer. Ah, this winter I’ll go off to Menton and get well. I really shall have to do it, there’s nothing more important than one’s health.’

They reached the Boulevard Poissonnière, in front of a large glass door with an open newspaper stuck on both panels. Three people had stopped to read it.

Over the doorway huge gas-flares were spelling out the words La Vie française in letters of fire like a signal. And as the strollers suddenly emerged into the blaze of light cast by these three words, for one brief moment they stood out with absolute clarity, as plainly visible as if in broad daylight, before disappearing just as suddenly into the gloom.

Forestier pushed open the door. ‘Come in,’ he said. Duroy followed and went up a luxurious, but dirty, staircase which was visible from the entire street. They came to an entrance hall, where the two messengers greeted his friend, and finally ended up in a sort of dusty, run-down waiting-room with dingy green imitation velvet curtains, spotty and moth-eaten, which looked as if the mice had been at them.

‘Take a pew,’ said Forestier, ‘I’ll be back in a sec.’

And he disappeared through one of the three exits which led out of the room.

The place was pervaded by a peculiar, indescribable smell, the smell of a newsroom. Duroy sat quietly, a trifle intimidated but, above all, surprised. Men were scurrying to and fro through the various doors, disappearing before he had time to look at them properly.

Some of them were young, even very young, busy-looking, holding sheets of paper which fluttered in their hands as they ran; others were type-setters whose ink-stained canvas overalls revealed snow-white collars underneath and cloth trousers as smart as any man about town; they were carrying lengths of printed paper, damp proofs straight from the press. Sometimes a little man would come in dressed with ostentatious elegance, wearing an extremely close-fitting coat, trousers which were too tight over the calves and with his feet pinched into exaggeratedly pointed shoes – a fashionable gossip writer bringing in his evening copy.

And others were coming in, with a dignified, self-important air, wearing flat-brimmed top hats as though their shape set them apart from the rest of humanity.

Forestier came back holding the arm of a tall thin man of between thirty and forty, dressed in tails and white tie, very dark, with a pointed moustache and a look of complacent arrogance.

Forestier took his leave of him deferentially. The other man shook his hand: ‘’Bye, my dear fellow,’ and went downstairs quietly whistling to himself, with his stick tucked under his arm.

‘Who was that?’ Duroy asked.

‘Jacques Rival, you know, the well-known gossip columnist and duellist, too. He’s just been in to read his proofs. He, Garin and Montet are the three wittiest topical columnists in Paris. He earns 30,000 francs a year here for two articles a week.’

And as they were leaving, they met a fat little man, long-haired and scruffy, who was coming puffing upstairs.

Forestier said good evening even more deferentially:

‘That’s the poet Norbert de Varenne,’ he said, ‘the author of Dead Suns; he earns vast sums too. Every short story he gives us costs us 300 francs and the longest is less than 200 lines. But let’s go to the Napolitain. I’m dying for a drink.’

As soon as they had found a table Forestier called out: ‘Two small beers’, and downed his in a gulp, while Duroy sat sipping his, rolling it round his mouth and savouring it like something rare and precious.

His companion was silent and seemed to be lost in thought; then, abruptly:

‘Why not try journalism?’

The other man looked at him rather taken aback, and then replied:

‘But … the truth is, I’ve never written anything.’

‘What the deuce. You must have a go. I could use you to get information for me, approach people, go and see them. You’d have 250 francs a month to start with, and all your travelling expenses. Would you like me to mention it to the boss?’

‘I would indeed.’

‘All right, then. But there’s something you must do. Come and have dinner at my home tomorrow evening. There’ll only be five or six people, the boss Monsieur Walter and his wife, Jacques Rival and Norbert de Varenne, whom you’ve just seen, and a woman friend of my wife’s. Agreed?’

Duroy went red in the face as he hesitated, a trifle confused. Then he mumbled:

‘The trouble is … I haven’t got the proper clothes.’

Forestier nearly fell off his chair.

‘You really mean to say you’ve no evening clothes? But that’s something you simply can’t do without. In Paris, you realize it’s better to be without a bed than not to have evening clothes.’

Then, abruptly, he fumbled with his finger and thumb in his waistcoat pocket, pulled out a few gold coins, took a couple of twenty-franc pieces and put them on the table in front of his old comrade, saying in a bluff, friendly voice:

‘You can let me have them back when you’re able to. Go and hire the clothes you need or put it down as a deposit to buy them by instalments. Anyway, get fixed up and come round to dinner at my home tomorrow at 7.30. It’s 17, Rue Fontaine.’

Duroy was touched and picking up the money, he stammered:

‘It’s terribly kind of you, I really am grateful. I promise you I shan’t forget …’

His friend cut him short: ‘Good, that’s that. Another drink, don’t you think?’ And he called out to the waiter: ‘Two beers!’

Then when they had been drunk, he said:

‘How about a little stroll for an hour?’

‘Yes, indeed.’

And they set off again in the direction of the Madeleine.

‘What do you think we might do?’ Forestier asked. ‘People say that there’s always something to do in Paris when you go for a stroll. But it’s not true. Whenever I go for a stroll in the evening, I never know where to go. It’s no fun to go round the Bois de Boulogne unless you’re with a woman and you can’t always have one handy. The cafés where they have music may be all very well for my chemist and his wife but they’re not for me. So what is there to do? Nothing. There ought to be a summer amusement park, like the Parc Monceau, open at night so that you could hear some really good music while you sip a nice cool drink under the trees. It wouldn’t be a real amusement park but just somewhere to loaf and stroll about. The entrance fee would have to be high so as to attract the pretty ladies. You’d be able to walk along proper gravel paths with electric light and sit down when you felt so inclined and listen to some music in the distance, or close to. We did have something roughly like it at Musard’s but with too much dance music and it was rather common, not spacious and shady enough, not enough gentle lighting. You’d need a really lovely garden, absolutely enormous. It would be most attractive. Where do you want to go?’

Duroy was at a loss and could think of nothing to suggest. In the end, he said:

‘I’ve never been to the Folies-Bergère. I wouldn’t mind going to have a look at it.’

His companion exclaimed:

‘Good Lord! The Folies-Bergère? We’ll be absolutely roasted. Anyway, all right, it’s always quite fun.’

So they swung round and went up the Rue du Faubourg-Montmartre.

The front of the theatre was blazing with lights which illuminated all the four streets which meet there. A row of cabs was waiting for the performance to end.

As Forestier was going in, Duroy stopped him. ‘We’ve forgotten to get tickets.’

Forestier answered smugly:

‘You don’t need to pay when you’re with me.’

As they approached the entrance to the main hall, the three men at the door touched their hats. The middle one held out his hand.

‘Is there a decent box free?’

‘Of course, Monsieur Forestier.’

He took the slip of paper which was handed to him, pushed open the heavily padded leather-covered door and they went into the auditorium.

The remoter parts of the theatre, the stage and the other side of the hall were partly hidden by a bluish haze of tobacco smoke which whirled up from the cigars and cigarettes that everybody was smoking and finally collected under the ceiling and round the chandeliers, forming a cloud of smoke over the top gallery, crammed with spectators. In the vast corridor leading to the circular promenade, where a painted tribe of prostitutes were on the prowl, mingling with the sombrely dressed crowd of men, a group of women was waiting for any newcomers in front of one of the three bars, presided over by three heavily made-up, raddled dispensers of drink and love.

In the tall mirrors behind them you could see their backs and the faces of the passers-by.

Forestier forced his way through the throng like someone with a right to receive proper respect.

He went up to an attendant.

‘Box 17?’ he asked her.

‘This way, sir.’

They found themselves enclosed in a little red-carpeted open wooden box containing four chairs of identical colour jammed so close together that you could hardly slip between them. The two friends sat down. To the left and right of them was a long curve of identical little boxes sweeping round to each end of the stage; in them, there were other people sitting with only their heads and shoulders showing.

On the stage three young men dressed in tights, one tall, one of medium height and one small, were taking it in turns to perform on the trapeze.

First the tall one took a few quick steps forward, and with a smile waved to the audience as though blowing a kiss.

Beneath his tights you could see the bulging muscles of his arms and legs as he stuck his chest out to disguise the size of his paunch; he looked like a barber because his hair was divided into two equal halves by a parting which ran exactly down the middle of his head. He jumped gracefully up to catch the trapeze and, hanging from his hands, spun round like a gyrating wheel; or else, straightening his arms, he remained suspended in the air holding his body up by the sheer strength of his wrists.

Then he jumped down, smiled as he once again waved to acknowledge the applause from the stalls and ran to the side of the stage, his muscles rippling with each step.

Then the second one, shorter and thicker-set, came forward and went through the same performance, followed by the last one who was even more heartily applauded.

But Duroy had lost interest in the show and kept turning his head all the time to look at the place where the men and the prostitutes were circulating all together.

‘Look at the stalls,’ said Forestier. ‘Nothing but the great middle-classes with their wives and children and amiable silly faces who’ve come to see the show. In the boxes, you’ve got the men about town, a few actors and dancers, a few medium-priced tarts; and then, behind us, the most peculiar mixture of males in Paris. Who are they? Take a good look at them. You’ve got every sort and kind, from every class, but most of them randy and dissolute. You’ve got the clerks – bank clerks, salesmen, minor officials, reporters, pimps, officers in mufti, would-be dandies in evening dress who’ve had dinner in a smart little restaurant and have just come from the Opéra before going on to the Italian opera; and in addition, a whole lot of shady characters who completely baffle description. As for the women, there’s no mystery about them: the women who take a late snack at the Café Américain, the twenty – or forty-franc whore who’s on the look-out for a rich foreigner who can afford a hundred and tips off her regulars when she’s free. In six years you get to know the lot: you’ve seen them in the same places every night, all the year round, except when they’re undertaking a little health treatment in the police hospital at Saint Lazare or at Lourcine.’

Duroy had stopped listening. One of the women was resting her elbows on the back of their box and watching him. She was a plump brunette, plastered with thick white makeup, her long black eyes framed in eye-liner and enormous false lashes. Her vast bosom was bursting the seams of her dark silk dress and her lips, like a gaping red wound, gave her an extravagantly passionate appearance, animal-like but exciting.

With a nod of her head she drew the attention of one of her friends who was going by, a fair red-head, also fat, and said to her loudly enough to be overheard:

‘I say, there’s a nice-looking boy. If he’d like to have me for a couple of hundred francs I wouldn’t say no.’

Forestier turned round with a smile and tapped Duroy on the thigh:

‘That’s you she means. You’ve made a hit, old boy. Congratulations.’

The former N.C.O. had blushed as he mechanically fingered the two gold coins in his waistcoat pocket.

The curtain had gone down; the orchestra was now playing a waltz.

Duroy said: ‘How about a stroll round the gallery.’

‘If you like.’

They went out and were immediately caught up in the throng of promenaders. Pushed and pulled and squeezed and jostled they moved along surrounded by a forest of hats. The whores were moving round in couples through this throng of men, gliding through them and sliding past their elbows and chests and backs, looking very much at home and at their ease like fish in their element in the midst of this stream of males.

Duroy was in raptures of delight as he let himself be carried along, drinking in the air vitiated by the smell of tobacco, human bodies and the scent worn by the trollops. But Forestier was puffing and sweating and coughing.

‘Let’s go into the garden,’ he said. And turning left, they made their way into a sort of covered garden that was kept cool by two large and hideous fountains. Men and women were sitting drinking at zinc-topped tables scattered amongst the yews and thuyas.

‘Another beer?’ asked Forestier.

‘I’d love one.’

They sat down to watch.

Now and again one of the female prowlers would stop and, putting on a smile, ask: ‘How about a drink, dearie?’ And when Forestier answered: ‘A nice glass of water from the fountain’ they would move on, muttering: ‘Miserable lout!’

However, the large brunette who had been leaning on the back of their box reappeared, marching arrogantly along arm-in-arm with the big blonde. They made a very well-matched couple.

She smiled when she caught sight of Duroy, as if they had already exchanged private thoughts with their eyes, and drawing up a chair, she calmly sat down opposite him, told her friend to sit down too, and then, in a loud voice called: ‘Waiter, two grenadines.’ Forestier, rather at a loss, said: ‘You’ve got a cheek, haven’t you?’

She answered:

‘It’s your friend who’s taken my fancy. He really is wonderful. I think he could make me do something silly.’

Duroy felt self-conscious and tongue-tied, so he stroked his curly moustache with a vacant smile. The waiter brought the two grenadines which the two women gulped down straight away. Then they stood up and the brunette, giving Duroy a friendly little nod and a gentle tap on the arm with her fan, said: ‘Thanks, dearie. Not very talkative, are you?’

And they went off swaying their hips.

Forestier burst out laughing:

‘Well, well, old boy, I hope you realize that you really do hit it off with the ladies? You must cultivate that. It could take you far.’

He stopped for a moment and then went on in the thoughtful voice of someone thinking out loud:

‘They’re still the quickest way to succeed.’

And as Duroy continued to smile without saying anything, he enquired:

‘Are you going to stay? I’m going home. I’ve had enough.’

The other man muttered:

‘Yes, I’ll stay a little longer. It’s not very late.’

Forestier stood up.

‘All right, then. Goodnight, see you tomorrow. Don’t forget, 17, Rue Fontaine, seven-thirty.’

‘Right. See you tomorrow. And thanks.’

They shook hands and the journalist went off.

As soon as he was out of sight, Duroy felt free, and cheerfully fingering once more the two gold coins in his pocket, he stood up and set off through the crowd, peering around him as he went

He soon caught sight of the two women again, the blonde and the brunette, still sailing along like proud beggars through the crush of men.

He made straight for them and when he reached them, his courage evaporated.

‘Have you found your tongue?’ the brunette said to him.

He stammered: ‘Yes, of course,’ and then found himself unable to add another syllable.

They all three remained standing there, blocking the movement of the walkers who swirled around them.

Then suddenly she said:

‘Do you want to come back to my place?’

And, trembling with desire, he said abruptly:

‘Yes, but I’ve only got twenty francs on me.’

She smiled unconcernedly:

‘That doesn’t matter.’

And she took his arm to show that she was taking possession of him.

As they left, he was thinking that with the other twenty francs, he could easily hire evening clothes for the dinner next day.



Chapter 2

‘Monsieur Forestier please.’


‘Third floor, on the left.’

The porter had answered his query in a friendly voice that bespoke respect for his tenant. Georges Duroy went upstairs.

He felt somewhat embarrassed, self-conscious and ill-at-ease. He was wearing evening clothes for the first time in his life and he was worried by their general effect. He felt that there was something wrong with the whole outfit, from his boots which, although quite smart (he was proud of his feet), were not made of patent leather, to his shirt, for which he had paid four francs fifty at the Louvre that very morning and whose dicky was not stiff enough and already becoming creased. As his other shirts, the ones he wore every day, all had something wrong with them, it had proved impossible to use even the least tattered of them.

His trousers were slightly too big, fitting badly over the legs and hanging in creases round his calves; they had that crumpled look of borrowed clothes on a body that they were never intended to cover. The only thing that was more or less correct was the tail-coat which happened to be roughly the correct size.

Slowly and uneasily he went upstairs, his heart pounding. Above all, he was worried at the thought of appearing ridiculous; and then suddenly he found himself face to face with a man in full evening dress, watching him. They were so close that Duroy recoiled with a start and then stood dumbfounded: it








































































































































Maupassant and Bel-Ami

* Translator’s italics.
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