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			Guy de Maupassant

			French novelist and short story writer

			
					Born in Tourville-sur-Arques (Normandy) in 1850.

					Died in Paris in 1893.

					Notable works:	Boule de suif (1880), short story

	Contes de la Bécasse (1883), short story collection

	Bel-Ami (1885), novel 




			

			Guy de Maupassant was a French writer who wrote six novels and almost 300 short stories. He grew up in Normandy and began studying law there. In 1870, he voluntarily enlisted to fight in the Franco-Prussian War, then moved to Paris, where he worked as a clerk. Gustave Flaubert (French writer, 1821-1880), a friend of his mother’s, took him under his wing and introduced him to a number of literary figures, including Émile Zola (French writer, 1840-1902). Maupassant then began spending time with other realist and naturalist writers.

			Between 1880 and 1890, he wrote novels, including Une vie (“A Life”, 1883) and Bel-Ami, as well as many realist short stories, including Boule de suif and The Maison Tellier (1881), and fantastic short stories, such as The Horla (1887) and Fear (1888). These works reflect his pessimistic outlook on society.

			He began suffering from bouts of madness in 1890 and died in 1893.

		


		
			The Necklace

			A tragic short story

			
					Genre: realist short story

					Reference edition: De Maupassant, G. (2000) The Necklace and Other Short Stories. New York: Dover Publications.

					1st edition: 1884

					Themes: luxury, splendour, poverty, money, appearances

			

			The realist short story The Necklace was first published in the French newspaper Le Gaulois in 1884.

			It tells the story of Matilda Loisel, the wife of a petty clerk at the Board of Education, who lives a simple, decent life but dreams constantly of luxury, grandeur, sophistication and seduction. In her quest for splendour, she borrows a diamond necklace from a wealthy friend, but this ends up dragging the couple into abject poverty.

			The Necklace provides an unflattering depiction of clerical workers and the middle class in the 19th century.

		


		
			Summary

			Matilda Loisel is a beautiful, charming woman from a family of clerks. She knew that she had no chance of marrying a wealthy man, so she settled for a petty clerk at the Board of Education, and they live modestly together. She has a burning desire to live a life of luxury and sophistication, and struggles with the fact that she is unable to do so. While her husband is capable of appreciating life’s simple pleasures, Matilda dreams of being able to charm and seduce other people, of wearing beautiful dresses and of mixing with high society.

			One evening, her husband comes back from work in high spirits because he has some good news for his wife that he is sure she will be happy to hear: the Minster of Public Instruction has invited them both to one of his parties, meaning that she will finally have the chance to rub shoulders with the social elite like she has always dreamed of. However, his wife’s reaction surprises him: she gets angry and claims that she cannot go because she has nothing suitable to wear. As such, what should have been a piece of good news only makes Mme. Loisel feel sadder and more desperate. Her husband then gives her the money he had saved to buy himself a hunting gun so that she can buy herself a beautiful dress.

			As the party approaches, Mme. Loisel identifies another problem: she does not have any jewellery to go with her outfit and is afraid of looking poor next to the wealthy party guests. Her husband then gives her the idea of borrowing something from her rich friend Madame Forestier.

			Matilda goes to see Madame Forestier, tells her about her predicament and borrows a magnificent diamond necklace from her. She is bursting with joy.

			At the party, everyone is dazzled by Mme. Loisel: she is the most beautiful woman there, all eyes are drawn to her and all the men want to be introduced to her. She even catches the Minister’s eye. Mme. Loisel has an incredible time: the splendour and beauty she has always dreamed of are finally hers, and everyone admires and is attracted to her. She could not be happier.

			At around four in the morning, the couple leaves the party in a hurry, because Mme. Loisel is ashamed that she does not have an elegant coat to go with the rest of her outfit. When she is undressing back at home, she realises that she has lost her friend’s necklace. She and her husband are both distressed at this discovery. M. Loisel starts searching for the necklace, but to no avail. He advises his wife to write to Madame Forestier and tell her that the necklace needs to be repaired before she can give it back to her, hoping that this will buy them a bit of time to look for the missing item.

			After searching in vain for a week, M. Loisel resolves to replace the necklace. He and his wife go to the jeweller whose name is on the necklace’s box, but he tells them that he was not the one who sold it (which already raises questions about the item’s value), so they will have to look elsewhere. After extensive searching, they come across a diamond necklace similar to the lost one, but it is eye-wateringly expensive. In order to buy it, Loisel has to give up all the money he has and borrow so much that it could take him the rest of his life to pay it back.

			When Mme. Loisel gives the necklace back to Madame Forestier, the wealthy woman does not even open the box.

			Mme. Loisel’s life then changes dramatically. She is forced to dismiss their maid and move into more modest lodgings. She also has to work hard and carry out a number of demeaning tasks. She now dresses like a poor woman and carefully monitors her spending. Meanwhile, her husband works from dawn until dusk. After ten years of living in grinding poverty, they are finally able to pay back all the money they owe. Mme. Loisel seems old and poor, but she still dreams about that night when she looked so beautiful, wondering what her life would have been like if she had not lost the necklace.

			When she is walking down the Champs-Elysees one Sunday, Mme. Loisel sees Madame Forestier. She looks so different that her old friend does not even recognise her when she stops to talk to her, and is stunned when she introduces herself. Matilda then explains how she came to be so poor. Madame Forestier is very moved by their conversation and tells her that the necklace she lent her was actually fake. The story ends with this excruciating realisation.

		


		
			Character study

			Matilda Loisel

			Matilda Loisel is a beautiful, charming young woman from a humble background, specifically a family of clerks. In spite of this, she has expensive tastes, and struggles with the fact that she cannot buy everything she dreams of: “She was one of those pretty, charming young ladies, born, as if through an error of destiny, into a family of clerks” (p. 31). This frustration leaves her feeling miserable and dissatisfied with her life. She cannot appreciate her own position, even though she is sufficiently well-off to afford a maid. She is convinced that she belongs in high society, in spite of the fact that she does not have the polished manners of the upper classes and sometimes expresses herself inelegantly.

			As her social status is not high enough to secure a husband from the upper echelons of society, she has settled for a clerk who works at the Board of Education. She does not seem to love him, is often irritated with him and enjoys charming other men.

			Even so, she manages to fulfil her dreams of grandeur by attending a ball, where she impresses the affluent guests with her beauty. However, her excessive vanity leads to her downfall, as she loses her friend’s diamond necklace at the end of the night. In doing so, she condemns herself and her husband to a life of poverty, because they need to buy another to replace it and spend ten years paying off their debt. Nonetheless, she sees this martyrdom as an act of heroism, because she does not want to be taken for a thief: “Mrs. Loisel now knew the horrible life of necessity. She did her part, however, completely, heroically. It was necessary to pay this frightful debt. She would pay it” (p. 36). In spite of her taste for social events, she is a strong woman who does not hesitate to spend her entire life working and give up on her dreams in order to stay true to her values and pay back her debts.

			By the end of the story, she looks completely different because of her life of hard work. She now looks like a working-class woman, speaks in a loud, harsh voice and seems old: “She had become a strong, hard woman, the crude woman of the poor household” (p. 37). Wanting to climb the social ladder has actually pushed her further down it.

			M. Loisel

			M. Loisel is gentle, attentive and thoughtful. He listens to his wife and does what he can to make her happy. He worked hard to secure an invitation to the Minister’s party, knowing that it would make his wife happy, and his stammering when he sees her cry (out of shame, because she has nothing suitable to wear) is a clear sign that he is moved by her reaction. He even sacrifices his hunting plans so that she can buy herself a beautiful dress. He calls her “my dearie” (p. 32) and is worried that she might be cold when they leave the party.

			However, he is a somewhat foolish man: he is incapable of understanding his wife’s angst and lets her ride roughshod over him.

			Unlike Matilda, who has big dreams, he is a simple man who can find satisfaction in the little things in life, like good food and a hunting party with friends.

			Finally, he is also a man of action, and he is the one who reacts when the necklace is lost: he looks for it, dictates a letter to his wife and decides to replace it. He never criticises his wife and faces up to the serious consequences of her vanity without flinching: 

			“He compromised his whole existence, in fact, risked his signature, without even knowing whether he could make it good or not, and, harassed by anxiety for the future, by the black misery which surrounded him, and by the prospect of all physical privations and moral torture, he went to get the new necklace, depositing on the merchant’s counter thirty-six thousand francs.” (p. 36)

			He works hard to pay back the debt he took out to buy the necklace, but the narrator does not say whether or not he is happy about this situation, implying that he has accepted the fate his wife has imposed on him with stoicism and resignation.

			Madame Forestier

			Madame Forestier is a childhood friend of Matilda, from when they were at a convent school together. She belongs to the affluent middle class that Matilda longs to be a part of. Indeed, for some time Mme. Loisel has not dared to visit her childhood friend because she is ashamed of her poor appearance and jealous of the wealthier woman’s comfortable life.

			As the ball approaches, Matilda makes up her mind to go and see her old friend so that she can borrow a necklace from her. Although we are told that the two women have been close since childhood, Matilda does not dare to tell Madame Forestier that she has lost her necklace, while Madame Forestier does not admit that it was a fake.

			At the end of the story, the reader realises that the affluent middle class is all smoke and mirrors: Madame Forestier’s necklace, and by extension her entire fortune, turns out to be fake. The end of the text then becomes even more tragic, as Matilda could have replaced the counterfeit necklace without going into debt.
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