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MADEMOISELLE DE MAUPIN

THÉOPHILE GAUTIER was born at Tarbes, on the French side of the Pyrenees, on 31 August 1811. He was the son of a minor tax-official. When he was three and a half, his father’s nomination as receiver of taxes led the family to Paris. Gautier was educated, briefly, at the Collège Royal de Louis-le-Grand, and then at the Collège Charlemagne; before he finished his course, he was also learning painting in Rioult’s studio in the rue Saint-Antoine. It was here, by chance, that he read Les Orientales by Victor Hugo, turned from art to literature, and became a fervent Romantic. In 1830 he attended the historic first night of Hugo’s Romantic drama Hernani, and published his own first book, his Poésies. This was followed by other Romantic works, poems and short stories, and, in 1835, by the supreme Romantic novel, Mademoiselle de Maupin.

In 1836 he was obliged to become a journalist. For nineteen years he wrote for La Presse; he then became a contributor to Le Moniteur universel and to Le Journal officiel. A critic of art and literature, theatre and music, he knew many of his famous contemporaries, and he left some brilliant portraits of them. He was an eager traveller, and the author of Voyage en Espagne and Voyage en Italie. He was also a lover of ballet, and he wrote Giselle and La Péri. He continued to produce novels, among them Le Capitaine Fracasse (1863); but he was above all a poet, and Émaux et Camées (1852) is his most distinguished and influential work.

A supporter of the Second Empire, Gautier was appointed librarian to the Emperor’s cousin, Princess Mathilde. The fall of the Empire, and the Franco-Prussian war, largely destroyed his way of life. His Tableaux de siège gives a moving account of the Siege of Paris (1870–71); but the privations which he himself had suffered in the Siege had their effect on his health. He died on 23 October 1872.
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Chronology

1811 Birth of Pierre-Jules-Théophile Gautier in Tarbes, 31 August. The family moves to Paris in 1814.

1812 Napoleon defeated in Russia.

1815 Napoleon defeated at Waterloo. Restoration of the monarchy.

1819 Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe. Birth of future Queen Victoria.

1822 Starts at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand, as a boarder, but dislikes it and is sent instead to the Lycée Charlemagne, where Gérard de Nerval is also a student.

1826 Victor Hugo’s Odes et Ballades.

1829 Begins to study painting, while still at school, with the painter Louis-Édouard Rioult, whose studio is nearby, and decides to make it his career; but, after being introduced to Victor Hugo by Gérard de Nerval and Pétrus Borel, makes up his mind to concentrate on poetry instead. Leaves the lycée in July and throws himself into ‘la bataille romantique’ while still continuing with his painting.

1830 Goes to the first performance of Hugo’s Hernani at the Théâtre-Français and defends Hugo enthusiastically in the famous ‘bataille d’Hernani’, a pitched battle between Romanticists and Classicists. Makes the acquaintance of other Romantic writers and of Eugénie Fort, who later becomes his mistress. Publishes his first volume of poetry, Poésies (Poems).

The July Revolution and the July Monarchy.

Abdication of Charles X. Louis-Philippe and ‘golden age’ of the propertied bourgeoisie.

1831 Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris (The Hunchback of Paris) and Les Feuilles d’automne (Autumn Leaves). Heinrich Heine settles in Paris.

1832 Publication of Albertus.

Hugo comes to live nearby in the Place Royale, now the Place des Vosges. Death of Goethe and publication of his Faust. Part II.

1833 Publication of Les Jeunes-France, Romans goguenards (Mocking Tales) with Eugène Renduel. Signs contract for Mademosiselle de Maupin, also with Renduel.

1834 Publication of the Preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin. Publishes Grotesques, several studies of writers, in La France littéraire.

Fierce criticism of one of these by Le Constitutionnel leads to a court case, but the case is dismissed. Moves from family home to lodgings near Gérard de Nerval.

1835 First volume of Mademoiselle de Maupin on sale.

1836 Publication of second volume of Mademoiselle de Maupin.

Journey to Belgium with Nerval. Publication of Un tour en Belgique (A Tour in Belgium).

Collaboration with Le Figaro. Birth of son by Eugénie Fort.

1837 Publication of L’Eldorado, the first title of Fortunio, in serial form in Le Figaro. Becomes theatre critic for La Presse.

Victoria succeeds to the British throne.

1838 Publishes La Comédie de la Mort (The Comedy of Death). Fortunio published in book form.

1839 Publication of Une larme du Diable (The Devil’s Tear).

Invention of the camera by Louis Daguerre.

1840 Visit to Spain. Gathers material for Voyage en Espagne (Voyage in Spain) and España.

1841 Falls in love with Carlotta Grisi, a dancer at the Opéra.

1843 Writes libretto for the ballet Giselle. Publishes the articles about Spain in book form in Tra los Montes (Across the Mountains).

Marshal Bugeaud completes the conquest of Algeria.

1844 Falls in love with Ernesta Grisi, Carlotta’s sister, and starts a long relationship with her. Signs contract for Le Capitaine Fracasse.

1845 Publication of Poésies complètes. First visit to Algeria. Birth of daughter, Judith.

1847 Birth of second daughter, Estelle.

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights; Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre.

1848 Death of Gautier’s mother.

Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto.

Abdication of Louis-Philippe.

The 1848 Revolution and the Second Republic. Social unrest leads to insurrections in Ireland, Italy, Spain, Germany, Hungary and Austria.

1850 Visit to Italy.

Death of William Wordsworth and Honoré de Balzac.

1851–2 Coup d’état and Second Empire under Louis-Napoleon. Victor Hugo in exile.

1852 Visits Malta, Constantinople and Athens. Publication of Émaux et Camées (Enamels and Cameos).

1853 Georges Haussmann, made Prefect of the Seine, pushes forward plans for the restructuring of Paris.

1855 Leaves La Presse for Le Moniteur universel. Death of Gérard de Nerval.

1856 Becomes co-editor of L’Artiste with Arsène Houssaye.

1857 Serialization of Le Roman de la Momie (The Mummy’s Tale) in Le Moniteur. Moves to Neuilly.

Charles Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal; Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary; Charles Dickens’s Little Dorrit.

1858 Publication in book form of Le Roman de la Momie.

1858–9 Journey to Russia. Brings back material for Voyage en Russie. Publication of Histoire de l’art dramatique en France.

1859 Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species.

1861 Édouard Manet exhibits at the Salon. The Impressionists, after a long struggle, begin to be widely shown.

1862 Second visit to Algeria.

Hugo’s Les Misérables.

1863 Attends the famous dinners at Magny’s, a restaurant on the Left Bank, where he meets Sainte-Beuve, Flaubert, the Goncourts.

Publication of Le Capitaine Fracasse and Romans et Contes (Tales and Stories).

1866 Publication of Voyage en Russie (Voyage in Russia).

1867 Universal Exhibition in Paris attracts eleven million visitors.

1867 and 1868 Nominated to but rejected twice by the Académie Française.

1869 Rejected for a third time by the Académie. Leaves for Egypt.

1870 Returns to Paris.

France and Prussia go to war. Napoleon III surrenders and Third Republic declared in Paris. Prussian army besieges Paris.

1871 Paris surrenders and Thiers forms government. Paris Commune established in March, defeated in May.

1872 23 October: dies at Neuilly.


Introduction

Mademoiselle de Maupin is a novel about desire and disguise, sexuality and masquerade. The tale is playful and passionate, satirical and subversive, seductive and disturbing; Théophile Gautier’s concerns with gender, identity and aesthetics are arrestingly modern. It is also a deftly written piece of literary cross-dressing. Gautier writes in the persona of a man, and then as a woman dressed as a man. He also allows himself an authorial narrative presence, so that he may address his readers directly. Mademoiselle de Maupin is an intimate novel, structured as a sequence of letters revealing secret emotions and sexual adventures, which demands that the reader play the role of confidante and confessor. We are drawn into private spaces, bedrooms and boudoirs, and made party to intrigues and hidden desires. The critic and biographer Graham Robb describes the novel, which was the pinnacle of Gautier’s career as a novelist, as ‘suitably provocative. Volume One ended with the first description in modern literature of a gay man coming out to himself and to a friend. (He later discovers that his beloved “Théodore” is a woman, but not until the second volume.)’1 Sexual ambiguity is one of the novel’s main themes. The frisson engendered by homosexual revelation was calculated and intentional. Gautier is toying with his readers; the register of the book is playful, arch and knowing. It is a tour de force.


The first volume of Mademoiselle de Maupin was published in November 1835, and the second volume appeared in January 1836. Gautier was only twenty-four. A prolific and precocious writer, he had already published a collection of poems, Poésies (1830). Gautier’s literary aestheticism, his championing of art and beauty at all costs may now seem somewhat dated, but he was at the centre of many controversies in nineteenth-century France. He was present at the first performance of Hugo’s Hernani at the Théâtre-Français (25 February 1830), resplendent in his revolutionary red waistcoat – red had political connotations.2 From then on Gautier produced a torrent of literary journalism, critical comment, poems and prose tales. He was a colourful and central figure in the demi-monde of nineteenth-century Paris. Baudelaire’s collection of poems Les Fleurs du Mal was dedicated to him. Virginia Rounding describes the demi-monde as a twilight world of the déclassé. ‘Declassed women included victims of scandal, divorcees, women separated from or abandoned by husband or lover, “merry widows”, or foreign women whom the authorities might deport when it suited them’.3 Men could move freely between the world of wealthy respectable society and the twilight world of the déclassé; for women this freedom did not exist. Gautier’s friendships and love affairs with actresses, ballet dancers and courtesans gave him access to a libertarian world, the underbelly of a society whose hypocritical values he attacked so eloquently in his Preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin.

The novel followed Gautier’s literary success, in August 1833, with a satirical collection of tales about young Romantic writers and artists. On August 30 1831, Le Figaro had jeered at the new generation of young Romantics and dubbed them ‘les Jeunes-France’. Gautier adopted the epithet and entitled his comic tales of love, art and wrong-headed idealism Les Jeunes-France, Romans goguenards (Mocking Tales). Gautier clearly enjoyed being provocative and shocking. Erotic adventures proved to be de rigueur for the fashionable bohemians, and one of the tales included a list of all the exceedingly theatrical props – a Turkish slipper, a champagne glass, a small Egyptian idol – needed to support the identity of the Romantic artist. The logical next step was to write a full-length novel.

Gautier signed a contract with his publisher, Eugène Renduel, in September 1833 to write a historical novel based on the life of Madeleine de Maupin.4 She was a wonderful subject: her life already had all the swashbuckling panache of a good historical novel of adventure. Madeleine de Maupin lived in the seventeenth century. She was a professional singer who cross-dressed, took lovers of both sexes, had a formidable reputation as a swordsman and was involved in sexual scandals and plots. She was even reputed to have set fire to a convent while in pursuit of another woman. But she finally succumbed to religion, repented all her excesses and died young.

Historical fiction achieved an unprecedented public popularity and publishing success in the early nineteenth century. Honoré de Balzac’s and Victor Hugo’s historical novels were commercial bestsellers in France. Sir Walter Scott’s novels had taken Europe by storm and been frequently transformed into operas and plays. Lord Byron, another British author to earn a colossal European reputation for his work, but who also became a notorious celebrity, claimed that he never travelled without a complete set of Scott’s novels. Renduel clearly hoped that Gautier would produce a romance along the same lines as Scott’s bestsellers, with exotic characters and settings, fast-moving adventure plots, noble heroes, often doomed, maidens torn between duty and passion. But Gautier’s novel did not take the expected form of the contemporary romance. There is very little plot in Mademoiselle de Maupin. The passions described are unorthodox, often illicit and alarming; the only suspense generated by the action is the sexual suspense while the reader awaits the heroine’s decision to reveal herself. Gender identities become ambiguous and unstable and heterosexuality is displaced as the prevailing norm of social and sexual behaviour. Gautier’s novel deals with introspection rather than action, and perverse longings rather than social obligations and drawing-room manners. The events take place in a country château in which the characters, marooned in a state of erotic siege, struggle to articulate and act upon their desires. This is country-house fiction, the structure of which echoes work as varied as Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814) or de Sade’s dialogues in La Philosophie dans le Boudoir (1795). These books all argue the case for a specific set of values, morals and politics, and a philosophy of sexual morality. Austen and de Sade, needless to say, espouse rather different sexual standards, but they were contemporaries, responding to the same seismic shifts in history, the one praising sexual restraint and the other arguing the case for the libertine.

The skeletal plot of Mademoiselle de Maupin is easily and rapidly told. The chevalier d’Albert is in despair of ever finding his ideal beloved, the woman who will satisfy all his passions and meet his exacting standards. He eventually takes a charming, pretty mistress, Rosette. But he tires of her and is searching for an excuse to end the affair when up to her château of love rides the young man Rosette had adored in vain before her affair with d’Albert: Théodore de Sévannes. All is thrown into confusion. The suggestive erotic presence of Théodore, who is of course Madeleine de Maupin herself, creates a chaos of sexual excitement and desire throughout the novel’s set pieces, the hunting episodes, the attempted seduction scenes and, above all, the amateur theatricals. Théodore is accompanied by his cross-dressed little page, whose sexual identity proves as titillating and provocative as that of his master.

The book was surrounded by literary controversy from the first, heralded in 1834 by Gautier’s famous Preface, which was itself a counter-blast to an attack on his championing of François Villon in La France littéraire. On 1 December 1833, Gautier signed a contract with Charles Malo of La France littéraire to write a series of articles on earlier French writers entitled ‘Exhumations littéraires’. The forthcoming publication of Mademoiselle de Maupin was announced at the same time. The offending article on Villon appeared in January 1834 and two others followed in February and May. The rival journal Le Constitutionnel suddenly exploded with accusations against Gautier and La France littéraire for immorality and bad taste on 31 May 1834. The dispute caused a national scandal and ended up before the courts. La France littéraire won a pyrrhic victory when the court gave judgment in their favour, but took the part of Le Constitutionnel. The Preface was a direct result of this literary quarrel.5

No serious reading of Mademoiselle de Maupin can afford to ignore Gautier’s polemical Preface. Here, he unleashes a flood of immoderate invective against readers who expect art to be spiritually uplifting and morally improving. He also attacks naive readers who cannot understand the significance of literary masks. Don’t confuse the author with the book, bellows Gautier, ‘It is the character who is speaking, not the author. His hero is an atheist; that is not to say that he is himself an atheist’ (p. 18). Gautier’s main target is utilitarianism. ‘Nothing that is beautiful is indispensable to life. If you did away with flowers, the world would not suffer in any material way. And yet who would wish there not to be flowers?’ (p. 23). Art and beauty are their own justification. They need no other. It is tempting to consider this satirical roar against the literary taste and judgement of critics and public alike as a piece of writing that is quite separate from the text of the novel. The Preface could be read merely as Gautier’s aesthetic credo, a firm stand taken by a writer who courted notoriety and controversy. But it seems to me that the Preface is essential to the book, because it tells us, as modern readers, what kind of audience awaited Gautier. The Preface reveals public expectations and prejudices, very different from our own, which characterized some of the first readers of Mademoiselle de Maupin. The Preface also tells us a great deal about Gautier himself. Its rhetorical register is that of an indignant cultural dissident who has at last got hold of the pulpit. The rhythms and crescendos of the speaking voice reveal Gautier’s passions and paranoias. He is clearing the undergrowth of literary prejudice and laying down defences against potential attacks upon the sexual morality of his forthcoming novel. Gautier’s Preface should thus be compared to Charlotte Brontë’s passionate defence of Jane Eyre, incorporated as a Preface to the second edition in 1847. Brontë, who was herself engaged in a little literary cross-dressing with her sexually ambiguous literary pseudonym, Currer Bell, had been charged with ‘coarseness’, that is, with being far too explicit about sexuality and female desire and apparently condoning an adulterous passion. ‘Conventionality,’ wrote Brontë in her Preface, ‘is not morality. Self-righteousness is not religion.’ She continued with a fiery defence of William Makepeace Thackeray, to whom Jane Eyre is dedicated. Thackeray’s Vanity Fair was controversial because he did not moralize or explicitly condemn his energetically villainous characters. Thackeray’s words, as Brontë pointed out, ‘were not framed to tickle delicate ears’. She speaks of ‘the Greek fire of his sarcasm’.6 Brontë deals, as Gautier does, in overstatement and excess. They both adopt the role of prophet. Gautier and Brontë were intellectually closer to a more liberal, freethinking world than the one in which they found themselves in search of a reading public. They were both dissenters from nineteenth-century bourgeois morality. Their Romanticism belonged to an older generation, not to the public world that prosecuted Gustave Flaubert for obscenity and refused to invite George Eliot to dinner because she was not really Mrs Lewes.7



Gautier’s literary concerns are intimately bound up with the story of his heroine and the techniques of his fiction – he wishes to disrupt our perceptions of gender. He therefore exploits the licence all writers take in first-person narratives, that is, subsumes his own personality within that of another so that he can argue against himself while guarding his right to make ironic interjections in the chapters where the narrator deliberately shatters the illusion. Epistolary novels, in all literary traditions, reveal and navigate the ebb and flow of personal feelings and sentiments, the inward turmoil which is the landscape of the senses. They are a subversive form. Personal letters can legitimately be intimate, confessional, transgressive. Like novels, they are written and read in private space: studies, closets, boudoirs. We are invited not to judge or condemn, but rather to understand and take sides. We watch the characters arriving at moments of decision and self-knowledge. We watch them making mistakes and deceiving themselves. Epistolary novels maintain the illusion that they are addressed to one person alone; the reader therefore takes up the position of voyeur, the secret addressee.

In Mademoiselle de Maupin, the narrative point of view shifts between that of d’Albert and that of Madeleine de Maupin, and the epistolary form is used subtly to subvert the gender position of the reader. The reader is first addressed by d’Albert in the guise of his silent correspondent, Silvio, to whom he pours out his dreams and desires for an ideal beloved and subsequently gives all the details, passionate and erotic, of his affair with Rosette. We are expected to read as sexually experienced men of the world whom nothing can surprise or shock. Here d’Albert addresses us man to man, and tells what he thinks about women in general. He sees them not as individual personalities but as broad social stereotypes, and he assumes that the reader, still cast as Silvio, will agree with him. Some of his misogynist invective is, of course, very funny, such as his irritation with frumpish widows who ‘do not know how to set off their grief to best advantage and weep in a way which makes their noses red and their faces as contorted as the gargoyles you see on fountains’ (Chapter I). D’ Albert cannot conceive of real grief. All emotion, as far as he is concerned, is about manners, surfaces and façades. The warning voices are offstage, but present. An older aristocratic friend points out that d’Albert sets ‘too much store by woman and not enough by women’ (Chapter II). It is all too evident that no woman could ever attain the ideal level of perfection in a human incarnation which would equal the demands of his desire. His points of reference lie in poetry, sculpture and art. Gautier makes it clear that we are to read d’Albert’s excesses as a tirade from a man who is affected, bored, sexually restless and insecure. The novel is to be the story of a sexual, as well as a sentimental, education.

Gautier confounds his own epistolary form by intervening among the letters, calling attention to the artificiality of the illusion, and insisting that the letters are fictions. The narrator’s voice – ironic, dismissive, playful – also directly addresses the reader just as the letters do. But the letters describe dilemmas and desires and the characters take themselves very seriously, whereas the narrator toys with the reader, teases and taunts us, then vanishes again behind his transgendered masks.

Gautier’s authorial voice disappears and the reader is transformed into Graciosa, the confidante of Madeleine de Maupin. We become party to Madeleine’s quest – to know the nature of men – and accomplices in her sexual disguise. We are now asked to read as women, anxious for our daring and foolhardy woman friend who is venturing forth, disguised as a man, into the dangerous sexual company of men. For Madeleine decides that in order to understand men, she must become one. Contempt for women and exaggerated sexual boasting are elements which define a certain kind of virile masculinity, and Madeleine is forced to listen to both the contempt and the conquests when she joins a group of cavaliers.

The extremely loose, dissolute conversation went on a while still. But in all the farcical exaggerations and vulgar jokes you could detect a real and deep-rooted feeling of the utmost contempt for womankind, and I learned more in that one evening than I had reading twenty cartloads of moral treatises. (Chapter X)

Germaine Greer has pointed out that ‘women have very little idea of how much men hate them’.8 Madeleine de Maupin experiences the depths of that hatred at first hand. Gautier sets Madeleine up as a sexual spy. She is forced to adopt a pattern of behaviour and values which disgust her and, as she suggests, will – or should – disgust her reader, that reader who is now recast as a woman. Her contemptuous critique of masculinity is written in a different register and tone from the discourse of d’Albert’s misogyny, largely because – as the story is structured – we already know that d’Albert has been confronted with his sexual nemesis. He has fallen violently in love with the delicate Théodore and been forced to admit that all his sexual prejudices, even his sense of his own gender identity, have collapsed.

I’m uncertain whether I am man or woman, I have a horror of myself, I have peculiar, inexplicable urges and at times it seems as if I am losing my mind, the feeling that I exist has left me for ever. For a long time now I have not been able to believe what has happened to me. I have listened to my self, observed my self with great attention. I have tried to unravel the confused tangle in my soul. Finally through all its veils I have uncovered the awful truth … Silvio, I am in love with … Oh no, I shall never be able to say it … I am in love with a man! (Chapter IX)

This is a wonderful description of homosexual panic, that unsettling moment when desire overwhelms its victim and flows in unfamiliar channels. It is also the famous moment, unprecedented and unparalleled in the history of modern literature, when a man comes out to himself, his confidante and his reader. Gautier suggests that no man can ever know his sexual self, because sexual identity is slippery and unstable. And that no one is safe.

Mademoiselle de Maupin is a novel about the significance of surfaces, illusions, deceptions and doubleness. At one point in the narrative, Rosette leads Théodore de Sévannes, the chevalier who is in fact the disguised Madeleine de Maupin, into a cottage that appears to be a rustic hovel, possibly a charcoal burner’s dwelling. Inside, however, it is a luxurious aristocratic boudoir, filled with exquisite furniture and decorations, a secret bower of bliss, dedicated to sensuality and seduction. Here Rosette attempts to seduce Théodore who, in praising the trick of the deceptively humble cottage, chooses an erotic comparison with ladies’ lace underwear.

I said to Rosette that this luxurious refinement pleased me, and that I found it in extremely good taste that the greatest elegance should be hidden beneath an appearance of simplicity, and strongly approved of a woman wearing embroidered petticoats and lacy blouses with a simple cloth coat on top. (Chapter XII)

She is describing her own sexual presentation. The man’s coat and breeches hide the sexual lace beneath. Gautier gives his readers careful and detailed descriptions of clothes in the novel. We know the colour, style and texture of each character’s clothes, but although clothes signal class and social identity, they do not reveal the truth about the wearer’s erotic identity, nor the core of their imagined self. Whenever we wear clothes we are indulging in a complex art of self-fashioning. We are always in disguise.

In Gautier’s fiction, both the erotic desire engendered by the cross-dressed figure and the slippery nature of transvestite sexuality remain ambiguous and confusing. The structure of binary gender identities, which divide us into men and women, homosexual and heterosexual, queer and straight, is artificial, socially constructed and impermanent. The phenomenon of cross-dressing continues to fascinate and intrigue because the person who is cross-dressed draws the separated categories together. The meanings generated by this figure become double, contradictory. Our structured, stable world becomes unsafe. Needless to say this will be far more disturbing in societies where one half of the binary structure, in this case women and homosexuals, is reviled, denigrated and despised. More importantly, binary gender identities are inadequate as the sole means through which we express our innermost desires and our dreams of what we can be. Madeleine de Maupin’s voyage into the unmarked forest of gender instability leads her to conclude,

Ma chimère serait d’avoir tour à tour les deux sexes pour satisfaire à cette double nature: homme aujourd’hui, femme demain … (French text, p. 357)

My dream, a chimera, would be to have both sexes in turn, to satisfy this dual nature. Man today, woman tomorrow … (Chapter XV)

But Madeleine de Maupin desires not only to possess both sexes, turn and turn about, but to be both at once. The word ‘chimère’ is not idly chosen. The chimera is a female monster, with a lion’s head, a goat’s body and a serpent’s tail. It does not exist in nature. Like de Maupin herself, in her guise as Théodore, it is an imaginary being, another possibility, or a third sex, a sex that puts both other sexes in question.

The emotion at the core of European Romanticism is longing: longing for a lost world that was once possessed, or that lies forever beyond the dreamer’s reach. The speaker, whether a character or the Romantic artist speaking for himself or herself, longs for a place, a person, a state of being, a past that is irretrievable. Longing and loss, absence and desire, are the opposing impulses in Romanticism. The paradise lost of childhood and Nature, which was the core of William Wordsworth’s Prelude (1799–1805), longing for the blissful erotic state of union with the Night in Novalis’s Hymnen an die Nacht (1799), or the ‘Sehnsucht’ expressed in Mignon’s Song in Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (1795–96) ‘Kennst Du das Land wo die Zitronen blühn … ?’ (Do you know the land where the lemon trees bloom … ?), all anticipate the desire for the ideal beloved, the object of d’Albert’s raving desire, which opens the novel.

Don’t keep me waiting any longer, my unknown beloved, devil or angel, maiden or woman of pleasure, shepherdess or princess, wherever you are, whether you come from north or south, in case the flame burns the altar and all you find is charred ashes where my heart should be. (Chapter II)

In his list of binary opposites, d’Albert never for a moment considers that the ideal beloved, the erotic muse, will take the form of a man.

D’Albert thinks of himself as a conventional heterosexual man, unusual only in his longing for an ideal muse and in the fact that he is a poet. Rosette is a widow, she is sexually experienced, able to understand and act upon her desires. These two are the lovers at the beginning of the novel, and the couple who are left behind when the novel ends. Madeleine de Maupin describes herself as ‘the third sex’. She is the limitless space of desire between them.

Je suis d’un troisième sexe à part qui n’a pas encore de nom … (French text, p. 356)

I am of a third separate sex which does not yet have a name … (Chapter XV)

The ‘third sex’ is itself an unstable concept. Nineteenth-century sexologists such as Havelock Ellis and Freud have used the term to mean the invert, or the homosexual, but queer theorists, working a hundred years later, have challenged this simple appropriation. In Vested Interests: Cross-dressing and Cultural Anxiety (1992), Marjorie Garber follows Gautier’s argument. She claims that the cross-dressed figure is not simply a man or a woman disguised, a stable gendered body beneath the elaborate facade of costume, manners and behaviour, but ‘a mode of articulation, a way of describing a space of possibility’.9 The transvestite cannot simply be placed in the category of lesbian or homosexual man. The sign is more fluid in its meanings; the ‘third’ presence is the element which brings the artificial binary structures of division crashing down.

This collapse of conventional gender identities is, of course, especially effective in fiction, where the reader cannot see but only imagine the person described. And we read Madeleine de Maupin, first as a man, next as a woman dressed as a man, then as a woman dressed as a man dressed as a woman when she impersonates Rosalind in the performance of As You Like It, and finally as a woman undressed. The effect is vertiginous. Gautier’s heroine observes that ‘Many men are more female than I am’ and actually says, ‘The skirt is round my waist, not my mind. It is often the case that the sex of the soul does not correspond to that of the body and that is a contradiction which invariably creates dreadful confusion’ (Chapter XII). Gender, like desire, lies not in the genitals nor even in the drapery, but in those untouchable invisible places, the mind and the heart.

The play’s the thing.

The play within the novel, Shakespeare’s As You Like It, acts as the metaphor for queer desire and queer identity and remains the core of Gautier’s work. The sexual conundrum represented by Gautier’s heroine is found in Rosalind, the hero/heroine of Shakespeare’s play. A play within a novel, or even a play within a play, but especially plays by Shakespeare, which have such iconic significance, is never innocent. As You Like It offers a glossary of identities and motives for the novel’s characters. It serves as a key to Gautier’s project. The novel’s characters even adopt the names of Shakespeare’s cast when their own identities break down and disintegrate. For it is dressed (and then undressed) as Rosalind that Madeleine de Maupin first seduces d’Albert in a spirit of curiosity and sexual adventure and then, having learned from him how a woman is best pleasured, departs to Rosette’s bed. There she remains till noon, leaving only the pearls that adorned her hair as part of her Shakespearean costume. As You Like It is the play in which the unstable, double sign which constitutes the third sexual element, the figure that is neither man nor woman, becomes the cross-dressed boy. In Shakespeare’s time, the role of Rosalind would have been played by a boy, as would all the female roles. In Gautier’s novel, a girl playing a boy takes on the role of a girl playing a boy. Thus the play functions as the mise en abyme10 for the characters in the novel. Like the rehearsals for Kotzebue’s Lovers’ Vows in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814),11 the Shakespeare play in Mademoiselle de Maupin enables all three characters to expose and explore their real emotions, but within an artificial public context of performance. They can play at love without ever acknowledging that the game is in earnest. The character of Rosalind is the third element, the space of erotic possibility described by Marjorie Garber; she stands for the double sexual identity of Théodore/Madeleine. D’Albert addresses his love letter not to Théodore but to Rosalind, and, in a bravura declaration that would win any heart of either sex, demands the ultimate cure for unconsummated love: joyous sexual union. His love letter opens, ‘Théodore – Rosalind – I don’t know what to call you … ’, and ends,

Rosalind, you who have so many recipes for curing the ills of love, cure me, for I am very sick, play your part to the end, throw off the costume of handsome Ganymede and hold out your lilywhite hand to the youngest son of the worthy knight, Rowland de Bois. (Chapter XIV)

Notice that he remains in character as Orlando. The masks of the theatrical identities are held in place, right up to the end. His Rosalind leaves the letter unanswered for a fortnight, long enough to persuade d’Albert that he might have been horribly mistaken in the sex of his beloved.

The terms of Shakespeare’s play have now significantly changed. In As You Like It, Rosalind, dressed as Ganymede, teaches Orlando how to be a successful lover to Rosalind. It is the woman, dressed as a man, who takes the sexual initiative, calls the shots and insists on her/his amorous authority. But in Gautier’s final sequence, the roles are reversed. Rosalind/Théodore/Madeleine confesses her virginity. She has come to d’Albert for her own sexual initiation. She wishes to be loved by a man. The final sexual scene is a wonderful piece of erotic writing which ironizes, yet delivers in its entirety, the heterosexual moment of the mistress being undressed, offering herself up to the male gaze, then sexually enjoyed. The clothes, which have been celebrated and made vivid throughout the novel, undergo one last metamorphosis in their descent to the ground. Gautier transforms Madeleine de Maupin into a statue, the image of ideal beauty, the object of endless longing and desire.

 … Rosalind, seeing how untrustworthy her remaining garment was, lifted her knee to prevent it from falling right off. In that position she looked exactly like those statues of goddesses with those clever marble draperies, which seem reluctant to wrap themselves around their beautiful rondures and cover them up, but fortunately reveal them by stopping just below the exact spot they intended to hide. But since the shift was not made of marble and its folds were not holding it up, it continued its triumphal descent, collapsed completely on top of the gown and came to rest in a circle like a great white hound at its mistress’s feet. (Chapter XV)

The white shift first suggests the marble drapery of the statue, and then becomes the traditional greyhound at the feet of Diana, the virgin goddess to whom de Maupin has compared herself in the previous pages. D’Albert’s frozen ideal, which had existed only in his imagination, now stands naked in his chamber.

The woman as living statue is intriguing. She appears, of course, in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, and the most famous animate female artwork is described in the myth of Pygmalion.12 She is the woman desired by men, who is also created by men. There is an historical footnote to the phenomenon of the erotic statue. Gautier was a regular visitor to the salon presided over by Apollonie Sabatier, the elegant courtesan who was the model for Auguste Clésinger’s famous sculpture La femme piquée par un serpent (Woman stung by a snake) (1847), still on permanent display at the Musée d’Orsay in Paris. Clésinger took a mould direct from Apollonie Sabatier’s living body. He did not create or imagine her, but constructed a living replica. And so it was an image of her actual body, rather than a heightened, ideal woman that was exhibited in public, a body clearly in the throes of orgasm. In the Pygmalion myth art comes alive; in the case of Clésinger’s statue life is metamorphosed into art. The statue was attacked by the critics for its blatant eroticism. Gautier defended the statue in La Presse (10 April 1847). Clésinger, he declared, has

had the audacity, unheard of in our time, to exhibit without any mythological title a masterpiece which is neither goddess, nymph, dryad, orcade, drowned sprite nor oceanide, but quite simply a woman … The quivering body is not sculpted, but moulded; it has the texture and bloom of skin.13

Gautier praised the very elements that had given offence. In his novel the living statue protests in a very human and touching manner. ‘“I’m cold,” she said, hugging her shoulders’ (Chapter XV). She offers herself freely to the male gaze, which alters the terms of the encounter.

This scene of union with the desired beloved is unusual. Absence, and the consummation that is always longed for, yet lacking, form the void at the heart of Romanticism. Longing, and all the emotions attendant upon separation and desire, are crucial to Gautier’s novel, but here longing is quenched and satisfied in the union of the poet and the muse. Gautier refuses to embrace the boundless sadness of Romanticism. Mademoiselle de Maupin is both worldly and optimistic in its sexual frankness. Gautier suggests that we can be united with our ultimate objects of desire, obscure or otherwise, in this world, here, now.

The dangerous game with gender doesn’t end there, in heterosexual union. Gautier unsettles the reader with his narrator’s interjections. In his praise of d’Albert’s prowess and many successful erections, Gautier turns to joke with his readers and deliberately genders his audience by addressing first the men, le lecteur, and then the women, notre belle lectrice. This is almost impossible to render convincingly in English. Like Rosalind at the end of As You Like It, when she speaks the Epilogue in costume and in character, Gautier addresses his audience, not only as men and women, but quite specifically as heterosexuals. He begins with the men, and then turns to the ladies,

Par égard pour le lecteur, que nous ne voulons pas humilier et désespérer, nous ne porterons pas notre relation plus loin … Notre belle lectrice bouderait à coup sûr son amant si nous lui révélions le chiffre formidable ou monta l’amour de d’Albert, aidé de la curiosité de Rosalinde. (French text, p. 371)

Out of respect for the reader, whom we do not wish to embarrass or mortify, we shall not carry our narration of events any further. Our beautiful reader would be certain to sulk at her lover if we were to reveal to her just how many times d’Albert made love to Rosalind, spurred on by her curiosity. (Chapter XVI)

This would simply be a brazen and funny aside, for the French is very cheeky, le chiffre formidable implies ‘the quite splendid number of times’ d’Albert managed to perform – were it not for what immediately follows. Madeleine de Maupin is very far from sexually satiated when she leaves d’Albert, for she departs to Rosette’s bed, still dressed as Rosalind, where she remains until midday, only to re-emerge as Théodore. She has been the beloved, now she becomes the lover. Rosette’s bedroom is the scene of further sexual transformations. Gautier does not write the sexual encounter between Rosette and Rosalind as a lesbian sexual scene, but I am quite sure that, had he wished to, he could have done. There are plenty of lesbian scenes elsewhere in the novel. The comic seduction in the rustic bower where Rosette flings herself at Théodore leads to his/her sexual arousal, which is explicitly described (Chapter XII). He/she feels her nipples tighten and rise when Rosette embraces her. The relationship between de Maupin and Ninon, the young girl de Maupin rescues from the entourage of her mother, a noted courtesan, is described as a cross-dressed lesbian love (Chapter XV). The two travel the world as young men, but they share a bed and a tender complicity which is clearly intended to be read as lesbian. Besides, French literature was filled with daring and explicit descriptions of sexual scenes between women,14 notably Laclos’s Les Liaisons dangereuses (1782) and Diderot’s La Religieuse (1796), to say nothing of the de Sade canon: Justine (1791), Juliette (1797) and Les 120 Journées de Sodome (1785).

The reason why Gautier doesn’t write this scene is because it is the unravelling of the gendered knot tied during the performance of As You Like It. Rosette played Phoebe, the shepherdess who falls helplessly in love with Rosalind dressed as Ganymede. He promised that were he ever to love a woman it would be her. Gautier rewrites the denouement of As You Like It, for in his novel this impossible love is gratified. Rosette, too, wins the night of passion she has long desired, but that passion, although it can be satisfied, cannot be written. Gautier is teasing us, for this is the scene that reveals Madeleine de Maupin no longer as the reluctant or hesitant lover, but as the active partner. Théodore/Rosalind satisfies Rosette both as a man and as a woman. The third element, the lover who is both man and woman, which remains the impossible referent,15 impossible in that apart from the hermaphrodite there is no being in nature which embodies both sexes, here represents the articulation of ideal desire. But that impossible being, that chimera, which belongs to the imaginary world, can exist in the reader’s mind, and can be imagined in the text. This final consummation with both of her lovers is what Madeleine de Maupin longed for – to be both sexes, man and woman, and to satisfy her lovers by combining the two. It is a woman who gives her body to d’Albert, but it is the cross-dressed lover, the woman who is also a man, who satisfies Rosette. She/he was there in the bed, but cannot be made visible in the text. She/he must continue to inhabit the reader’s imagination. There are hints of this dual presence, however. The two pearls, and the pearl is a traditional female symbol for the clitoris, remain behind in the sheets, but it is the man who steals forth from the bedroom. The fact that there are two pearls makes it clear that the sexual encounter which took place was between two women. But Madeleine has now shed her womanly sexual identity and left it behind along with her pearls, in Rosette’s bed.

And then, appropriately enough, the third element – the magical presence of Théodore de Sévannes, Madeleine de Maupin, and the elusive Rosalind – withdraws from the novel. Once more she/he refers to himself/herself as the ‘chimère’, the impossible dream, the chimera. ‘How many have gone to their graves less happy than you, many who have not given their chimera one single kiss!’ (Chapter XV). She saddles her horse and vanishes. Madeleine de Maupin has the last word. In her final letter, she re-inscribes herself in the passion between d’Albert and Rosette. ‘Love one another in remembrance of me, whom you have both loved, and whisper my name when you kiss’ (Chapter XV). The reader wonders which name they will choose to whisper – Théodore? Madeleine? Ganymede? Rosalind? This blessing is one last piece of effrontery from Gautier, for Madeleine’s words deliberately recall Christ’s blessing and command in the Mass, but the context is erotic and the communion is sexual. The third element, Mademoiselle de Maupin, is now the spoken space of pure desire, whose form is as infinite as it is imprecise. She signifies ideal passion, its attainment and jouissance16 as well as its absence and loss, in the kisses between them. She has taught them how to love one another. Their sentimental – and sexual – education is complete.

Patricia Duncker
University of East Anglia
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15. See Francette Pacteau ‘The Impossible Referent: Representations of the Androgyne’ in Formations of Fantasy, eds. Victor Burgin, James Donald and Cora Kaplan (Methuen, 1986), pp. 62–84.
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The particular difficulties of translating this text will, I am sure, be only too apparent. One of the major problems was the immense quantity of references, particularly in the famous Preface, that hard-hitting, passionate, ironic diatribe against the critics and journalists of the day; but also in the main body of the text. My solution to this was to include a glossary, which gives a brief explanation of these, and thus reduces the number of notes which would otherwise be necessary. I have attempted to translate in such a way as to give the modern reader access to a text which on issues of gender, sexuality and human relations has, beyond any doubt, things of importance to say to us today.

The major stylistic difficulty was the higher register of French relative to English, and the fact that Gautier frequently uses language current more than a hundred years before his own period. I have tried to make the writing sound more natural to the modern English ear, whilst still retaining its old strangeness and elegance. In brief, I wanted to make the novel as readable now in English as it was then in French.

For my text I used the 1966 Garnier-Flammarion edition, which is itself a reprinting of that by Renduel in 1836.

I would like to thank my family and friends for their encouragement, especially Graham Robb for useful discussion, and Margaret Jull Costa; but, above all, my husband David Constantine for his invaluable help, patience and expertise, and for the fun we have shared over the past year.
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MADEMOISELLE DE MAUPIN

PREFACE

In the glorious age in which we have the good fortune to live nothing is more ridiculous than the efforts being made by every journal, of whatever political hue, be it red, green or tricolore, to re-establish Morality.


Morality is of course greatly to be respected, and, heaven knows, we shouldn’t want to treat her discourteously. She is a good and worthy woman. We are indeed of the opinion that behind her spectacles her eyes are brilliant enough; that her stockings are properly adjusted; that from her gold snuff-box she takes her snuff as elegantly as can be; that her lapdog bows like a dancing master. That is our opinion. We shall even concede that she is in pretty good shape for her age and carries her years very well. For a grandmother she looks fine, but she is nevertheless a grandmother … It would seem quite normal, especially when you are twenty, to prefer some immoral, pert, coquettish and feminine little thing, with tumbling curls and a skirt somewhat on the short side, with provocative eyes and feet, a flush on her cheek, laughter on her lips and her heart on her sleeve. Even those journalists who are monstrously virtuous would not argue with that. And if they say the opposite, more likely than not they do not believe it. Thinking one thing and saying another is something that people, especially the moral ones, do every single day.

I remember the gibes that were made before the Revolution (I am talking of the July one)1 about that unfortunate, virginal Vicomte Sosthène de la Rochefoucauld who had the dresses of the dancers at the Opera lengthened and, with his patrician hands, slapped a modest plaster in the middle of all the statues. We’ve gone much further than M. le Vicomte Sosthène de la Rochefoucauld. Modesty has been immeasurably improved since then and has reached refinements such as he could not have dreamed of.

Not being in the habit of looking at just certain parts of statues, I thought, as others did, that the fig-leaf cut out by the scissors of the official in charge of the fine arts was the most ridiculous thing I had ever seen. It seems I was wrong, and that the fig-leaf is among the most commendable of institutions.

I have been told, though I have found it difficult to believe, because it seemed so extraordinary, that there were certain people who, when they looked at the fresco of The Last Judgment, did not see anything but the episode of the licentious prelates, and shielded their eyes, crying Abomination of Desolation!2

And the only thing those people know in the tale of Rodrigue is the couplet about the serpent. If there is any nakedness in a painting or a book, they go straight to it like a hog to the mire and take no account of the flowers in bloom or the beautiful golden fruits which are hanging all around.

I admit I fall short of those standards of morality. Dorine, the cheeky soubrette, can show off her ample bosom as much as she likes, I shall definitely not pull out my handkerchief to ‘cover up this breast which I ought not to see’. I shall look at her bosom as I do her face and if it is white and shapely, I shall enjoy looking at it. But I shall not finger Elmire’s gown to see if it is soft or push her back sanctimoniously against the edge of the table, as that ‘poor man’3 Tartuffe did.

The great show of morality which everybody is making these days would be a laughing matter if it were not so very annoying. Every article turns into a sermon. Every journalist a preacher. All that’s missing is the bald pate and dog-collar. The climate is for rain and homilies. You can only escape from either by going out in a carriage and re-reading Pantagruel4 between your bottle and your pipe.

Dear Lord! Such outbursts! Such a raging!

What has bitten you? What’s stung you? Why on earth are you shouting so loud? And what has poor Vice done to you, that you bear him such a grudge, good sort as he is, so easy to get on with, and who asks nothing but to enjoy himself and not annoy anyone else if at all possible? Behave towards Vice as Serre did towards the policeman: kiss and have done. Believe me, you will reap the benefit. What, in heaven’s name, would all you preachers do, if you didn’t have Vice? You would be reduced to begging for your supper by tomorrow if everyone became moral overnight.

The theatres would be closed this evening. What would you write your articles about? No more balls at the Opera to fill your columns. No more novels to pull to pieces. For balls, novels, plays are indeed the vanities of the devil if we are to believe our Holy Mother Church. The actress would send her protector packing and would no longer be able to pay you for singing her praises. Nobody would subscribe to your journals any more; they would read St Augustine, they would go to church, they would tell their rosaries. Perhaps that would be a good thing, but you would not gain by it, that’s for sure. If everyone were moral, where would you place your articles about the immorality of the age? As you see, Vice is good for some things.

But it is the fashion nowadays to be moral and Christian, that’s the current affectation. People pretend to be St Jerome, just as they used to pretend to be Don Juan. They look pale and macerated, they wear their hair down to their shoulders, they walk along with their hands clasped and their eyes fixed upon the ground; they assume a little expression that is steeped in piety. They have an open Bible on the mantelshelf, a
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