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			Introduction

			Jules Renard (1864–1910) was born in the Nièvre, a poor, rather scrubby part of northern Burgundy. His father François, a peasant farmer who followed the plough, rose to become a builder and then mayor of the village, Chitry-les-Mines. He was taciturn, anti-clerical and rigidly truthful. Renard’s mother, Rosa-Anne, was garrulous, theatrical and mendacious. The death of their first-born child so embittered François that he barely concerned himself with the next three: Amélie, Maur­ice and Jules. The father stopped speaking to the mother, and didn’t address her directly for the next thirty years: if she came into the room he would pause in mid-sentence, wait for her to leave, and then continue the phrase. In this silent war Jules – whose sympathies lay with his father – was often used as go-between and porte-parole: once François sent him to ask Rosa-Anne if she would like a divorce. This was an unenviable role for any child, though an instructive one for a future writer.

			Much of this upbringing finds its way into Renard’s best-known work, Poil de Carotte (1894), which remained a standard text in French schools until the 1960s. In Chitry, many disliked this roman à clef by a red-headed village boy clever enough to escape to Paris, where he became sophisticated and wrote a book about a red-headed village boy which denounced his own mother. More broadly, Renard was decrying the whole sentimental, romantic image of childhood. Routine injustice and instinctive cruelty are the norms here; moments of pastoral sweetness the exception. Renard never indulges his child alter ego with retrospective self-pity, that emotion which makes many reworkings of childhood fake. For Renard, the child was ‘a small, necessary animal’, ‘less human than a cat’. This remark comes from his masterpiece, the Journal which he kept from 1887 until six weeks before his death in 1910.

			He began in a small way as a poet and journalist, then became a dramatist, a kind of novelist, and a private diarist. His material, themes and images overlap constantly from one genre to the next; so do his techniques. For instance, he imported into his novels the playscript’s blunt way of setting out dialogue (thus avoiding fiction’s repetitive he-said-she-said, followed by that over-familiar adverb to indicate tone). Renard was rightly proud of this innovation, until – as is often the fate of writers who imagine they have made a formal advance – he discovered its previous use in the writings of the Comtesse de Ségur. As well as being a happy overlapper, Renard was a cheerful recycler: he pillaged his occasional writings (and the Journal) for the nature notes he gathered as Histoires Naturelles. He also turned his prose writings into plays: so Poil de Carotte made his theatrical debut in 1900. At that time the stage was the equivalent of Hollywood today, a source of fame and money. But true success depended on a full-length play – and Renard’s were only ever one or two acts long. In his Journal, he wondered sardonically if he would have remained a socialist if he had been able to manage a third act.

			To the outward eye, Renard’s life and career might seem almost entirely successful. At twenty-four he met and married the seventeen-year-old Marie Morneau, who brought with her a considerable dowry. Her sturdy and supportive nature allowed Jules as happy a marriage as his bearish, pessimistic self would permit; while her money allowed him to become co-founder and majority shareholder of the soon-fashionable magazine Le Mercure de France. They had two children, Jean-François and Julie-Marie, who feature in many clear-eyed but doting entries in the Journal (where they are rechristened Fantec and Baïe, while the Renard family name is changed to Lepic). His work was praised; he was awarded the Légion d’Honneur, whose ribbon he wore proudly, indeed aggressively, as several incidents in the Journal confirm; and he was elected to the Académie Goncourt. His social circle in Paris included writers, actors, poets, painters and politicians: Edmond Rostand, Alphonse Daudet, Edmond de Goncourt, Mallarmé, Rodin, Toulouse-Lautrec, Bonnard, Sarah Bernhardt, Jean Jaurès, Léon Blum, Gide, Claudel, Anatole France; among foreign celebrities he met Little Tich, Loie Fuller (on a bus), and even the exiled Oscar Wilde. His closest friends were the playwrights Tristan Bernard and Alfred Capus, and the actor Lucien Guitry (father of Sacha). In 1890 he served as second in a duel in which the opposing second was Gauguin. It would be easy to imagine Renard following the standard path of the provincial who succeeds in the capital: acquiring ­sophistication, charm and mistresses, while learning the arts of flattery and hypocrisy.

			But, luckily for us as readers, his nature and principles forbade any easy satisfaction with life: as he self-fulfillingly told his Journal in 1894, ‘Happy people have no talent.’ And in 1899, ‘If they built the House of Happiness, the largest room in it would be the waiting-room.’ When Histoires Naturelles came out in 1896, the novelist and critic Lucien Muhlfield said to him, ‘There’s something of the priest about you, Renard. You can never forget your first communion. You are on the side of morality, chastity, duty.’ Renard replied, ‘That is correct. I am fed up with our literature, which is about nothing except cuckolds.’ In the Paris of the day, Renard was – despite temptations noted in his diary – an incongruously faithful husband. In 1896, he wrote: ‘At a sign from Sarah Bernhardt I would follow her to the ends of the earth – with my wife.’ And when he was away from Marie, he wrote to her every day. They divided their lives between Paris and the Nièvre; in 1896 they rented, and later bought, a large presbytery in nearby Chaumot; in 1904 he took the sash as mayor of Chitry. He enjoyed exercising his civic duties, handing out school prizes and marrying the locals. In a letter to his wife, he wrote jauntily, ‘My speech made the women cry. The bride gave me her cheeks to kiss, and even her mouth; it cost me twenty francs.’ (In his diary, he seems to have been more truthful.) He also found the job could provoke a piquant bifurcation of response: ‘As mayor, I am responsible for the upkeep of rural roads. As poet, I would prefer to see them neglected.’

			Though capable of such geniality, Renard was known in both city and countryside as farouche and quarrelsome. One sophisticate called him a ‘rustic cryptogram’ – like one of those secret marks tramps used to chalk on outbuildings, decipherable only by other tramps. The harshness of the Nièvre, and of his strange, emotionally bleak upbringing, never left him. But if Renard was a fierce judge of human foible – especially Parisian foible – he was a fiercer judge of himself. The Journal is filled with self-rebuke and self-contempt. In November 1888, when his career has scarcely begun, he announces to himself ‘You will come to nothing’ – a lacerating judgement which he repeats five times in the same entry. He is dismissive of his own work: at best, he might amount to ‘a pocket Maupassant’ (and his opinion of the full-sized version was pretty mixed). His character and temperament disappoint him just as much; he doubts himself constantly, and falls into bitter depressions. His wit, his grasp of the dark comedy of human existence, and his need to put it all into words are the saving of him. Samuel Beckett, in a letter of January 1957, wrote of the Journal that, ‘For me, it is as inexhaustible as Boswell.’ Though Renard is much closer to the condensed pessimism of Beckett than the roistering ebullience of Boswell.

			Shuttling between Paris and the Nièvre was necessary for his sanity and sense of proportion. Also for his writing: ‘It is in the middle of town,’ he noted in his first year of diary-keeping, ‘that one writes one’s best pages about the country.’ And Renard was very, very French. It was not that France was in any way perfect; just that it was self-evidently superior to other countries. He also knew, instinctively, that French literature was the only literature worth being interested in. Heine, Dickens and Thackeray are all brutally dismissed. Ibsen is admired; but ‘foreign novels, even the Russians, even Tolstoy, I find intolerable’. So too was Shakespeare, who disappointed him time after time, up until 1906, when first seeing and then reading Julius Caesar made him realize that the Englishman was ‘less literary . . . but more human’ than Victor Hugo; and that whereas Hugo left us with an image burning in our mind, Shakespeare left us with ‘the truth, the muscles and the blood of truth’. Hugo being Renard’s highest literary god, this is extravagant praise. However – Shakespeare apart – the British are treated with little but mockery in the Journal; and Renard fails to rise above the standard French view of his time that Englishwomen were comically unattractive.

			He is a man of firm, often harsh, opinions and swift judgement. In 1894 he tastes a banana for the first time, and swears it will definitely be the last. He feels much the same about classical music: Pelléas et Mélisande is a ‘sombre bore’, its plot ‘puerile’; Die Walküre not just boring but made of cardboard and containing ‘not a moment of real emotion or beauty’. When Ravel proposes setting some of the Histoires Naturelles to music, Renard is simply baffled: he cannot see the point of it, and declines to go to the premiere, sending his wife and daughter in his place. And though three of the greatest artist-illustrators of the day – Bonnard, Lautrec and Vallotton – decorated his texts, he doesn’t seem to have been markedly grateful or interested. He was generally more tolerant of painting than of music: he admired Lautrec and Renoir, but found Cézanne ‘barbarous’ and Monet’s waterlilies ‘girly’. Perhaps this was not so much combative philistinism as a robust admission of his own areas of non-response. And he did make one wonderful note about painting, on 8 January 1908: ‘When I am in front of a picture, it speaks better than I do.’

			I said that he was ‘a kind of novelist’. He was a great observer of life, but a weak inventor of it, and he raised this inaptitude to a matter of principle. He maintained that the imagination, far from being a means of accessing the truth, was truth’s very opposite; indeed, it was an ‘odious’ corruptor of the truth. Hence all his fictional and dramatic writings were closely autobiographical. But it went beyond this: Renard perceived that the novel, as understood for most of the nineteenth century, was in a state of crisis, if not actually dead as a genre. In 1891 he noted that ‘the form of the novel is finished’. And the following year: ‘The new system for writing a novel is not to write a novel.’ In other words, the great descriptive and analytical project, starring Flaubert, Maupassant, Goncourt and Zola, which had dominated the second half of the century, had used up the world as it was, and left nothing for fiction to do. The only way forward, Renard concluded, was through compression, annotation, pointillism. Allied to this was a further scepticism: about the integrity of the personality, that staple belief of the old novelists. Just after his twenty-eighth birthday, Renard announced that the personality was ‘discontinuous’. A few years later: ‘There is no unity; there is only discontinuity.’ Sartre, in a rather grand and somewhat grudging tribute to the Journal, acclaimed Renard’s dilemma more than the solution to it: ‘He is at the origin of many more modern attempts to seize the essence of the single thing’; and ‘If he is where modern literature begins, it is because he had the vague sense of a domain which he forbade himself to enter.’ In this view, the Journal is not just a rich, strange, characterful collection of private jottings, but an attempt to make a new form of writing. 

			André Gide, whose own journal overlaps for many years with Renard’s, complained (perhaps rivalrously) that the latter’s was ‘not a river but a distillery’; though he subsequently admitted to reading it ‘with rapture’. Do you want a distillery or a river? Life rendered in a few drops of the hard stuff, or as a litre of Normandy cider? These are choices for the reader. The writer has little control over personal temperament, none over the historical moment, and is only partly in charge of his or her own aesthetic. Renard admitted that if he had been born twenty or thirty years earlier, he would inevitably have written naturalistic novels like everyone else. Instead, distillation became Renard’s aesthetic response to the literature that had gone before, and the fullest expression of his often unexpressive nature. In 1898, he noted: ‘It may be said of almost all works of literature that they are too long.’ Ironically, this remark comes four-tenths of the way through the thirteen-hundred-page Journal, which would have been half as long again had Renard’s widow and her literary advisor not cut a third. Nor did she just edit text: in the offices of the Journal’s original publishers, she ‘triumphantly’ announced, ‘Now you don’t need to worry any more – we’ve burnt the lot.’ Only a single facsimile page of the manuscript has survived.

			Renard attends to the natural world with intense precision, describing it with an entirely unsentimental admiration. He attends to the sophisticated human world with the same precision, describing it with scepticism and irony. The peasant, lying midway between these two worlds – ‘A peasant is a tree trunk that moves’ – is described with a kind of wondering irony. But Renard fully understood, as many did not, the nature and function of irony. On 26 December 1899, just as the century which would most need it was about to begin, he wrote: ‘Irony does not dry up the grass; it merely burns off the weeds.’ He considered the phrase ‘human stupidity’ a pleonasm, since only humans are capable of stupidity; animals remain merely themselves, no more capable of stupidity than of hypocrisy. ‘It is all beautiful,’ he wrote. ‘One must write about a pig as about a flower.’ He compared his own approach to nature with that of Buffon, the great eighteenth-century naturalist (and a grand seigneur to Renard’s country lad): ‘Buffon described animals in such a way as to please humans. Whereas I want to please the animals themselves. I would like my book, if they could read it, to make them smile.’ But it would be a smile in recognition of observed truth. There are no Jemima Puddleducks and flopsy bunnies in Renard’s world; or rather, bunnies are only flopsy when in the mouth of a gun dog. Here, animals are given their full reality and dignity, strangeness and purpose. Buffon and other traditionalists also liked to impose on the natural world a hierarchy parallel to the hierarchies of human society: thus the horse is nobler than the donkey, the swan posher than the goose. Renard, by contrast, is a socialist among the animals. He looks at disregarded or unattractive beasts with understanding; he rehabili­tates the bat, and thinks the pig’s squalor is our fault rather than its. Indeed, the pig rides very high in Renard’s estimation: the only thing it can’t do, he notes, is make its own black pudding. And – perhaps surprisingly – Renard doesn’t stop taking nature notes during his Paris months: he is often at the zoo, studying the exotic imported fauna. The giraffe and the zebu provoke the same wry rapture as a poolful of croaking frogs in the Nièvre.

			But the natural world, however beautiful and unstupid, is also a place of constant danger and death, with the greatest predator being man himself. I remember a Breton peasant-priest telling me, decades ago, ‘It’s strange, Monsieur Barnes, I love animals, but I kill them.’ He said it as if it were a paradox only God could resolve. Renard was similarly poised between entranced admiration for the birds and beasts, and a routine shooting of them. Hare and partridge fell regularly to his gun (he imagines himself in the afterlife being savagely pecked by every partridge he has shot during his time on earth). But even a committed countryman can sometimes tire of slaughter. Renard brought his own shooting season to a close on 1 September 1904. He had seen a lark fly up, then perch on a clod of earth. ‘It’s dangerous to have a gun. So I shoot, not because I want to kill the bird, but just to see what would happen.’ Inevitably, he doesn’t miss, and ‘what happens’ is the lark lying on the ground leaking blood, feet waving, beak opening and closing. ‘I have torn up my hunting permit and hung my shotgun from a nail on the wall.’

			Life, and death – and beyond them, perhaps God? In literature, Renard believed in ‘the truth’ rather than ‘the imagination’. In politics, he was a socialist and a Dreyfusard who saw in both Paris and the Nièvre the great injustices inflicted by the rich and powerful on the poor and weak. In religion he was as anti-clerical as his father, who was the first person to be buried in Chitry cemetery without benefit of clergy. There was nothing of the mystic about Jules Renard; nor did his fascination with the natural world lead him into any kind of pantheism. The Journal is full of brilliant, sardonic witticisms about God: ‘I don’t know if He exists, but it would be better for His reputation if He did not’; ‘God does not believe in our God’; ‘Yes, God exists, but He knows no more about it than we do’; ‘I’m happy to believe anything you suggest, but the justice of this world doesn’t exactly reassure me about the justice of the next. I fear God will just carry on blundering: He’ll welcome the wicked into Heaven, and boot the good down into Hell.’ And yet, and yet . . . The true sceptic must also be sceptical about his scepticism. Though repelled by the complacent certainties of the pious (often epitomized in his own sister), and by the tyranny of parish priests over the credu­lous and ill-educated, Renard cannot entirely chase away the spectre, the possibility of God – not least given the feebleness of human knowledge. ‘I don’t understand life, but it’s not impossible that God does’; ‘Is the fact that God is incomprehensible really the strongest argument for His existence?’ For Renard, if you took away the church, then the whole thing might become more plausible: ‘In my church, there is no vaulted roof between me and Heaven.’

			And that leaves death, with which Renard has a close familiarity. In 1897 his father, knowing or at least believing himself to be incurably ill, locks himself in his bedroom and uses a walking stick to fire both barrels of his shotgun into his abdomen. Jules admires the deed, and notes, ‘On the whole, this death has added to my sense of pride.’ Three years later, his brother Maurice, a seemingly healthy thirty-seven-year-old clerk of works in the Highways Department, collapses in his Paris office and is dead by the time Jules arrives. He reflects: ‘All I feel is a kind of fury at death and its imbecile tricks.’ And in August 1909, his mother falls backwards – whether by accident or design – into the village well at Chitry. He calls the death ‘unfathomable’, and concludes, ‘Death is no artist.’ These calamaties are, however, accompanied by intrusive comic moments which only someone like Renard would record. When he gets the emergency summons to his father, his first decision is to pump up his bicycle tyres. When he sees his brother’s corpse, he notices that the head has been placed on a Paris telephone directory, along the fore-edge of which is an advertisement printed in black; he tries to read it from a respectful, seated distance. And when, attempting to rescue his mother from the well, he steps into the bucket to be lowered down, he can’t help observing that his boots seem ridiculously long and are bending up at the ends like fish in a pail.

			In January 1902, Renard had written: ‘Please, God, don’t make me die too quickly! I shouldn’t mind seeing how I die.’ In March 1909 he was diagnosed with emphysema and arteriosclerosis. He began a life au lit et au lait (bed and milk – two and a half litres a day). God gave him just over a year to watch himself die. He said: ‘Now that I am mortally ill, I should like to make a few profound, historical utterances, which my friends will subsequently repeat; but then I get too overexcited.’ He said: ‘Don’t worry! Those of us who fear death always try to die as stylishly as possible.’ He said: ‘Paradise does not exist, but we must nevertheless strive to be worthy of its existence.’ And so he continued, scrupulous, witty and sceptical, until the end came in Paris on 22 May 1910. He was buried at Chitry four days later, without benefit of clergy, just like his father and brother before him. At his writerly request, no words were spoken over his body.

			Julian Barnes
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			1887

			[Undated.]

			I have a horror of stories with a realistic setting. Which is no doubt why I like travel books so much, being ‘no good’ at geography; in which the places described seem merely vague regions of imagination or reverie; as if they did not exist.

			 

			Who knows if each event is not the realization of a dream we have had, or someone else has had, which we can no longer recall, which did not even happen to us.

			 

			Talent is about quantity. Talent does not write one page: it writes three hundred. There is no plot which an ordinary intelligence could not think up – no sentence, however lovely, that a novice could not produce. What is needed is to pick up the pen, rule the paper, patiently fill the lines. The strong do not hesitate. They settle in, they sweat it out, they keep going to the end. They run out of ink, they use up all the paper. That is the only difference between men of talent and the rest, the slackers who will never make a start. In literature, there are only beasts of burden. The biggest of these are the geniuses – those who slog for eighteen hours a day without tiring. Fame is a daily struggle.

			 

			20 June.

			The nostalgia we feel for countries we have never visited is perhaps merely the memory of regions travelled and voyages undertaken in former lives.

			 

			22 July.

			The sea, like a great artist, kills for the sake of killing, and casts the remains on the rocks with scorn.

			 

			9 August. Seaside.

			The sea rises, takes the rocks one by one, drowns this one, licks that one, foams all over this other one, and through its bottle-green element it shows them to be so many fantastical petrified monsters with hair of kelp.

			Crabs: marching pebbles.

			On the white sand, a lighthouse rises up like a coffee-flavoured parfait on a tablecloth.

			 

			17 September.

			A scrupulous inexactness.

			 

			21 October.

			How to raise the boulangerie to the level of a national institution: mandatory free bread.

			 

			23 October.

			In my case, an almost constant need to speak ill of others, and no interest whatsoever in doing them ill.

			 

			28 October.

			How peculiar, the world of dreams! Thoughts, inner speech, deep down, crowding and swarming together. An entire little world rushes into being before the wake-up call – which is its end, its particular death.

			 

			29 October.

			Those moments when you want to tell the sluggard sun: ‘Time’s up! Rise and shine!’

			 

			31 October.

			We often wish we could exchange our actual family for a literary equivalent of our own choosing, to be able to say to this or that author of a page which has moved us: ‘Brother.’

			 

			3 November.

			To lie in wait for one’s mind, pen raised, ready to spear the slightest thought as it surfaces. 

			To encounter other egoists astounds us, as though we alone had the right to be selfish and avid for life.

			 

			14 November.

			Sometimes everything around me seems so diffuse, so tremulous, so flimsy, that I think of this world only as the mirage of a world to come: its projection. We seem always to be far from the forest; and though the great trees already cast their shadow over us, there is still a long way to go before we walk beneath their foliage.

			 

			25 November.

			It is in the middle of town that one writes one’s best pages about the country.

			 

			13 December.

			To faint is to drown in air. To drown is to faint in water.

		

	
		
			1888

			February.

			A word so delicious that one wishes it had cheeks, so as to kiss them.

			 

			9 October.

			A letter from my father that saddened me. No mention of my Crime de Village stories – not a word. Another vanity I shall have to rid myself of.

			 

			11 November.

			Rational thought bears as much relation to reality as geometry to architecture. It is pure folly to try and apply its procedures to your daily life, just as it would be unscientific to assume that there are straight lines in nature.

			 

			15 November.

			A friend is like a suit of clothes. You must replace it before it becomes too worn. Otherwise it is you who are replaced.

			A thought written down is dead. It was alive. It lives no longer. Like a flower. Writing it down has made it artificial, that is to say, changeless.

			 

			23 November.

			The poet should do more than dream: he should observe. I am convinced that this is how poetry will renew itself. It needs a transformation analogous to that which has taken place with the novel. Who would believe that we are still under the yoke of an ancient mythology! What point is there in pretending that the tree is inhabited by a faun? It is inhabited by itself. The tree lives: it is this that requires belief. A plant has a soul. A leaf is not what our vanity would prefer it to be. We speak of dead leaves, but we don’t really believe that they die. What is the point of creating life to one side of life? Fauns, you’ve had your day: it is with the tree itself that the poet now wishes to confer.

			You will amount to nothing. However hard you try, you will amount to nothing. You may understand the greatest poets, the greatest prose, but although we pretend that to understand is to be on equal terms, you will be to them as a dwarf to giants.

			You work every day. You take life seriously. You believe fervently in your art. Your consumption of women is modest. And you will amount to nothing.

			You have no money worries, no need to work for a living. So here you are, free, and your time is your own. You have only to wish. But you lack the force.

			You will amount to nothing. Weep, lose your temper, hold your head in your hands, hope, despair, go back to your desk, roll your boulder uphill. You will amount to nothing.

			Your head has an odd shape, as if sculpted with great strokes of the chisel, almost like a man of genius. Your brow catches the light, almost like Socrates. Phrenologically speaking, you are of a type, like Cromwell, Napoleon and many others, and yet you will amount to nothing. So why this waste of effort, of favourable endowments, if you are destined to come to nothing? 

			 

			29 December.

			How many people, after resolving to commit suicide, have settled instead for tearing up their photograph?

		

	
		
			1889

			15 January.

			One thing I am always astounded by: the universal admiration of the literary world for Heinrich Heine. I can make nothing of this German who tried – a big mistake – to pass himself off as French. His Lyrisches Intermezzo is the work of a novice straining after poetic effects.

			 

			17 January.

			The man of science generalizes, the artist particularizes.

			 

			18 January.

			‘Soul’ – without any doubt the word that has been responsible for the greatest number of idiocies. When one reflects that in the eighteenth century men of sense, in the name of Descartes, refused to allow animals a soul. Apart from the absurdity of refusing to allow other creatures something of which man himself has not the slightest idea, you might as well claim that the nightingale has no voice, but carries in its beak a small whistle, cleverly fashioned, purchased from Pan or some other trinket-merchant of the hedgerows.

			 

			23 January.

			Countrymen, so-called, almost never mention the countryside.

			 

			25 January.

			It should be forbidden, on pain of a fine or even imprisonment, for a modern author to borrow a comparison from mythology, or to mention harps, lyres, muses or swans. Storks are another matter. 

			 

			2 February.

			One can well believe that the eyes of the newborn, eyes that see nothing and into which it is difficult to look – eyes without whites, deep and expressionless – retain a little of the abyss from whence they come.

			 

			26 February.

			‘Madame,’ says the older matron to the younger woman, by way of reassurance: ‘Don’t worry: giving birth feels like doing a big poo.’

			 

			12 March.

			Words of a mother-in-law.

			‘Yes, Maman.’

			‘In the first place, I am not your Maman, and I have no use for your dainty manners.’

			She used to forget to set a place at table for her daughter-in-law, or would hand her a dirty fork, or, wiping the table, would deliberately leave crumbs in front of her. Or would even go so far as to heap everyone else’s crumbs in front of her. No opportunity for annoyance was too small.

			She could be heard muttering that ‘nothing is right, ever since this stranger came to the house’. And this stranger was the wife of her son. Her fury was further inflamed by the affection shown to the young woman by her father-in-law. If they met in the hallway she would draw herself together, press her arms against her sides and flatten herself against the wall, as though afraid of being contaminated. Or she would heave great sighs, declaring that if grief really killed she would be dead already. She would even spit on the ground to express her chagrin. [. . .]

			She had her changes of mood, it is true. And when they happened they were very touching.

			‘My dear, sweet girl, what can I do for you? Don’t mind me – I am as fond of you as my own daughter. Here, let me fill your basin. Let me do the heavy work. Your hands are too white for that.’

			Suddenly, her expression would turn nasty: ‘Am I the maid-of-all-work?’

			And, in her bedroom, she would separate photographs of her children from those of her daughter-in-law, leaving her isolated, left out, and no doubt sorely vexed.

			[Marginal note added by Renard when he re-read his Journal in 1906: ‘It was this attitude towards my wife which provoked me to write Poil de Carotte.’]

			 

			29 March.

			Tears are the most foolish form of exaggeration. As exasperating as a dripping tap.

			 

			31 March.

			I know a great strapping lad, twenty-four years old, runs three farms, treats his men harshly but loves his cattle, who at any moment is covering a bullock or stallion, rolls up his sleeves and gets stuck into helping his cows to calve, pushes back the uterus of his ewe when it drops, knows all the tricks of his trade – but who says to my wife, with a shy and embarrassed air: ‘Don’t tell Maman I am reading Zola’s La Terre.’

			 

			6 April.

			Huysmans, always worrying about the state of his characters’ teeth.

			 

			8 April.

			The married man is to the boy as the finished copy to an unbound folio.

			 

			10 April.

			Horror of the bourgeoisie is bourgeois.

			 

			21 May.

			‘So what is Jules doing?’ 

			‘He is working.’ 

			‘I can see that he is working. But at what?’ 

			‘At his book, as I told you.’ 

			‘It takes him this long to copy out a book?’ 

			‘He is not copying it, he’s making it up.’ 

			‘Making it up! So it’s not true, then, what gets written in books?’

			 

			28 May.

			The friendship of a true man of letters would be a real boon. It is a pity that those whose good graces one seeks are always dead.

			 

			14 June.

			Do we have a destiny? Are we free? What a bore not to know. And what a bore were we to know!

			 

			9 July.

			Every girl contains a grandmother.

			 

			9 August.

			A dog coming downstairs: like the descent of a stuffed mattress.

			 

			16 August.

			When a train goes onto the turntable, the carriages sound like they have hiccups.

			 

			28 August.

			It’s enough to make you despair: to read everything and remember nothing! For one forgets everything. Do your damnedest, it all vanishes. Here and there a few scraps remain, fragile as those puffs of smoke which show that a train has passed.

			 

			30 August.

			Say what you like: up to a certain age – I have yet to discover what age – there is no pleasure in talking to a woman you cannot imagine as a mistress.

			 

			1 September.

			Mademoiselle Blanche was a cashier in the washrooms during the Universal Exposition of 1878. You paid 5 sous, and 10 sous for a cubicle with a washbasin. She used to announce the price-list with pride, and we assume – faced with the fabulous enormity of the entry fees – that they must have smelt less bad than in our day, when such places of confinement are of a derisory cheapness. Besides, why the drop in prices? Either you need to go or you don’t need to go, no?

			 

			6 September.

			I envy painters. Their control of their public. This morning I watched Monsieur Béraud in the Palais des Machines [at the Exposition Universelle] . . . His canvas was in front of him. It was taking shape. Presided over by Monsieur Béraud’s grey hat, on top of the easel. The artist spreads a little paint on his palette, applies it delicately, takes a step back, smiles, remarks on the stubbornness of the subject and tells me that he would like to start again from scratch. What is more, he has a little rod in his hand, with which now and then he makes an alarming swishing sound. He indicates a luminous point, in the background, a difficult passage to disentangle. How do you expect a member of the public to respond to this composition? He is defeated in advance. But his vanity is at stake, led by the nose of his stupidity. He does not grasp what he is looking at, of course, but if he shows incomprehension, his neighbour will notice: it is in his interest to seem in the know. So now he is an expert, and ventures some bland opinion, scanning the picture from right to left as he does so. At this point the painter smiles. The painter has smiled! The public is gripped. The public will talk about the smile and about the painting, but mostly about the smile. The opinion that was ventured was so clearly on the mark!

			The painter dominates the idle onlookers by his presence and by his baton. And then, to watch him at work. Now there’s real work!

			A writer burns the midnight oil in order to finish a book. A member of the public purchases it for a few francs. He opens it at home, and quite alone, mark you, without any trepidation. He can throw it in the wastepaper basket if he likes – and when he likes. He is a free agent. He fears neither his neighbour nor the painter’s menacing rod. He can be stupid at his leisure. With a single tearing movement he can destroy the book, which cost only a few francs – like a governess who, unobserved, grips the chair of a baby who cries too much, and says under her breath: ‘You little monster.’

			I envy painters.

			 

			8 September. 

			Mme Barat, having informed us that she adores her husband, tells us that he wears stockings, and garters, and that in summer he insists on having small shorts in blue canvas, like the culottes worn by the Swiss. It is she who runs them up for him; he likes them in blue: there is no arguing with him. She concludes with: ‘Oh well – old husbands and their manias!’

			 

			18 September.

			What has not yet been written: a contemporary work on rural life.

			 

			25 September.

			I read novel upon novel, I stuff myself with them, I am bloated with them, up to my neck in them – purely so as to disgust myself with their commonplaces, their repetitions, their conventions, their all too predictable tricks. And so that I may do otherwise.

			 

			30 September.

			In the fencing-hall, a huddle of marquises and counts. They lived off their names as others live off their labour. They affect me powerfully. A plebeian, the son of a peasant, I regard them all as imbeciles. But they impress me, and when I pass in front of their sad anatomies, in varying states of undress, I timidly beg their forgiveness.

			 

			6 October.

			One day they’ll put a phonograph inside our clocks. Instead of striking the hour, a voice will say: ‘Five o’clock’ – ‘Eight o’clock.’ We will say: ‘You’re slow’ – ‘You’re fast.’ We shall talk to Time, and Time will stop for a chat, like a garrulous concierge or shopkeeper’s assistant.

			 

			9 October. 

			‘I am vain,’ I say, and it is true – not least because I am so fond of saying it.

			 

			21 October.

			When I hold a woman in my arms, I am perfectly aware that even now I am engaged in literature. I say this or that to her because I am supposed to, and because it is literary. Even here, it is impossible for me to be natural. I have no knowledge of English, but I would find it easier to say ‘I love you’ in English than spontaneously in my native tongue.

			This evening, memories are using my brain as their ­tambour­ine.

			 

			25 November.

			I like people – more or less – depending on whether they furnish me with raw material.

			 

			4 December.

			Tailors
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