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FLAUBERT AND GEORGE SAND IN
THEIR CORRESPONDENCE

A LL human activities, in the last analysis, are viewedfi from two points, the personal and the impersonal.
When these two views are brought face to face, as they
are fundamentally irreconcilable, a conflict is sure to
arise. This conflict is not necessarily bitter, it may
even be friendly: it depends largely on"the character
and temper of the adversaries. In the case of the
Romanticist, George Sand, and the Realist, Gustave
Flaubert, who were good friends, the controversy
remained amicable. ' On the pages of their letters, how­
ever, the strife is ever present, in a latent state when
not openly raging. This contention between two gifted
writers, bound by the ties ofa deep-seated affection and
sincere admiration for each other's character and talent,
is to me the main interest of their correspondence.

George Sand's letters were published about ten
years after her death and fill six volumes; Flaubert's
soon after in four volumes of the same size. But it
was not until 1904 that the correspondence of the two
was published separately, in a single volume, by George
Sand's daughter-in-law, Lina Calamatta Dudevant,
Maurice Sand's wife and the real daughter of the novel­
ist, if love forms closer ties than blood. Solanges,
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George Sand's own daughter, after her marriage lived
apart from her mother, with whom she had 'little in
common. Lina Sand worshiped her mother-in-law
and devoted the leisure of her later life to the publica­
tion of a correct and complete edition of the correspond­
ence of her mother with the last though not the least of
her friends. These letters are so remarkable, in many
respects, that an American translation was issued two
years ago.

The essentially different talents of the two writers,
the nobility of their hearts, the everlasting character
and interest of the conflict that both divides and unites
them, the eminent quality of their epistolary style, and
the recent translation of their correspondence combine
to draw our attention in a particular manner at this
time to these famous literary figures.

Both Sand and Flaubert are so well known by their
works and the originality of their personalities that an
attempt at a portrayal may seem idle. However, there
are some features of their careers which ought to be
recalled, in order that we may have a clearer under­
standing of their respective viewpoints, and follow more
intelligently the discussions to be found in their letters.

First of all, both are very sympathetic figures in
their profession. The same cannot be said of some of
their contemporaries, among whom are found great
egotists, quacks, snobs, fools, and poseurs, a collection
of types of which the writers' profession has not the
monopoly, but has often more than its share. Sincere
they both were to the point of improving singularly on
the gentle art of making enemies, often without neces­
sity: Gustave, with more success than George, some­
times, it seems, for the mere pleasure of it. She, in
addition to social graces, the absence of which is very
marked in Flaubert, had more tact and consideration
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for the feelings and opinions of others. She was a
woman and she was wiser.

With George Sand, forbearance was a natural gift
and it grew with the years, fostered by experience and
also by her philosophy, when it was not the effect, in her
hours of depression, of a touch of weariness. On reach­
ing her sixties, she had experienced so many climes, she
had been tossed on so many seas, of life, she had sounded
so many hearts and dissected so many intellects, in the
real world and in her world of fiction, that she had
reached a sort of godlike state, which the naughtiness
and wickedness of men and the inherent perversity of
things could no longer disturb. Her large black eyes,
velvety and veiled, often commented upon by her
admirers and detractors alike, but for different reasons,
would not have been out of place in the face of a goddess
of destiny.

On the contrary, the huge bodily frame of Flaubert
had not a shadow of patience. Extremely irascible,
he had no control whatever over his temper. Far from
trying to subdue his fits of anger, he was convinced that
his wrath was befitting a giant like him and he let it go
on mortals as if it were a sign of the displeasure of the
gods. Could this violence be ascribed to a sort of
childish vanity? Not at all. In his dealings with
others, he was so honest and straightforward that the
least opposition on their part appeared to him not only
a reflection on"his own character, but a flagrant infrac­
tion of justice or a direct insult to eternal truth.

His fondness for retirement and solitude rendered
him the worst service in this respect, as well as in others.
Suffering from an inborn timidity, he became through
his monastic habit more and more unused to the ways
and manners ·of others. Enjoying the advantages con­
ferred by the independence in money-matters that goes
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with a small income,able to live comfortably, if simply,
without having to waste a thought on earning his daily
bread, he could fully indulge his taste for seclusion.
This taste grew rapidly into a mania, and he went so
far as to fear like fire any business dealings, either for
the safekeepingof his property or the publication and
success of his writings. With the same fervor, he
shunned the stage manager, the theatrical director, the
publishing editor, and the real estate man, notaire,
huissier, lawyer, attorney, and other mushrooms of the
law, who thrive so luxuriously on the rich soil of his
Normandy. His instinctive aversion to all of them
wasnurtured partly by a genuinefear of their craftiness,
partly by his romantic contempt for all those having
any connection whatsoever with the class of people
whom,in his indignation at their indifferenceto art and
beauty, he branded as bourgeois. The ivory tower
which is the heaven of the mystic soul had been con­
verted into a castle by Vigny's pride and into a sweat­
shop by Balzac's industry. Flaubert had also his
ivory tower, but I am afmid his was a ground-hole, a
burrow, in which his misgivings for the affairs of the
world made him take refuge when too hard pressed by
the hunters.

On the part of any other man, this mixture of pride
and fear might be singularly unpleasant. Those who
do not know him well might get thereby a wrong idea
of his real nature. The fact is that Gustave Flaubert,
with the body of a viking, the aspect of a Norman
pirate, the sonorous voice and the heavy moustache
of a third empire colonelof cuirassiers,had the soul of a
child. All his life he wasa big boy. He had the genial
disposition, the good-heartedness,and simplicity char­
acteristic ofthis lovelystate ofunderdevelopment. For
this evident shortcominghe was the dearer to a robust,
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calm, and serene matron likeher whohad become,when
she knew him, the" good lady of Nohant."

No doubt the fairies had endowed little Aurore
Dupin with this equanimity, for life, with its stress and
storm, proved powerlessto take it from her. Born in
1804, the year Napoleon crowned himself emperor, at
his downfall, ten years later, she had reached the age
of consciousness. From then on, her alert mind, so
fond of pondering over everything that came under its
observation, had numerous opportunities to register
most interesting happenings. Between her age of ten
and twenty-five, the Bourbons were again the masters
of France, and Romanticism ruled art and literature.
Then, coinciding with her own emancipation from an
unbearable married life and conventional bonds, broke
out the Revolution of 1830. It was during the con­
stitutional monarchy of Louis-Philippe of Orleans that
fame rewarded the efforts of this young woman of
thirty. To provide for herselfand her two children, she
had turned from china-painting to novel-writing. Her
immediate success, the strange charm of her person,
combined with the strength, independence, and origi­
nality of her mind, brought her the admiration and love
of young romanticists and realists alike: Jules Sandeau,
Merimee, Musset. Her flight to Venice with the last
named is too well known to stop us even for a moment.
A parenthesis, however, here ought to be inserted.
Whatever one thinks ofher conduct toward this" grand
gamin" and "enfant terrible," Alfred de Musset, one
has to admit that she was not afraid of the conse­
quences, socialand literary, of her act. Her enemies­
she had many, she still has some-call effrontery,
brazenness,what peoplelessconcernedwith the private
conduct of others might name courage. Granting she
was wrong, she was none the less brave. Free love
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with her was not a temporary lapse; it was a principle.
She had discussed it, preached it, illustrated it in her
books. She was consistent and put into practice what
she had propounded in theory. She had made it per­
fectly plain that in renouncing the prerogatives of her
sex, since she lived and dressed sometimes like a man,
she had acquired ipso facto the privileges of the men.
Was she not treated by men like one of them? Then,
when she acted exactly like most, if not all, of them,
what right had they to judge her otherwise than they
judged each other? In this affair she may not have
acted with the discretion and delicacy expected from a
woman. But she was no longer what contemporaneous
conventions called a woman, and she acted certainly
with the bravado so much admired by her gentlemen
friends, the lions and dandies, followers of Don Juan
and Beau Brummel. And for that she was subjected
to the most cruel and crushing insults that can be
heaped on a woman's spirit. But she did not flinch.
At the time of the Musset imbroglio and ever since, she
has been called by the vilest names. There is one she
never deserved: it is coward. Mter this attack her
fortitude could withstand any assault.

In the 1848 movement she took an important part.
By her writings and deeds she fostered the cause of
liberty. Her generous nature found in this revival of
the spirit of '89 an occasion to expand and assert itself.
She developed a sort of social mysticism that always
pervaded her ideas, writings, and conduct thereafter.

The prince-president's coup d'etat of 1851 was a
great shock to her, as may be readily assumed. It was
the ruin of many illusions. A disciple of Rousseau, she
had founded great hopes on the intelligence and virtues
of the masses. If, however, her faith in the ability and
power of the common people to govern themselves and
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enjoy the fruits of liberty had been rudely shaken, she
did not stop being lovingly interested in their sufferings
and aspirations.

Her mother was a typical eighteenth-century
woman. From her sheinherited her freedomofthought,
her impatience with constituted authority, and her
belief in progress. In spite of all her bitter disappoint­
ments in men in general, she kept intact the convictions
of her youth. The secondhalf of the imperial regime,
the so-called "liberal Empire" -on account of the
concessionsthe powers had been forced to grant to the
people's demands-brought her not only comfort but
an ardent revival of her hopes. It is during this twi­
light succeeding the darkness of despotism that she
and Flaubert became acquainted.

I have dwelt thus at length on GeorgeSand as an
artist and as a mere human being, to bring out the fact
that the path trodden by her dainty feet was not
strewn only with the petals of roses. Plenty of thorns
raised their darts to impede her walk and wound her.
Her optimism was not the vulgar symptom of good
health and success. It was deeplyrooted in her heart.
Neither was it the source of selfishcomfort. She was
generous with her advice and purse; many a letter,
more from her correspondents' pens than her own, is
there to prove it.

The great grand-daughter of Marshall Maurice of
Saxony was an enthusiastic girl who had naturally all
the qualifications of the romanticist. This disposition
was accentuated by her education, associations, and
surroundings. Her first novels appeared at a time
when French romanticism, fully consciousof what it
stood for in opposition to classicism-or rather the
ghost of classicism-was. at its height.· Success has
always for its main effecta strengtheningof tendencies
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and a deepening of convictions. The very sufferings
that romantic behavior, in the ordinary walles of life,
brings to the devotees of this faith, are not a deterrent,
for these sufferings do not go without their compensa­
tions. George Sand's calm disposition and masterful
self-control allowed her to enjoy romantic emotions
to the full. These sentimental experiments she turned
to artistic treatment in her works, without shame or
remorse. Against the opposition her literary doctrine
met in the middle of the century, an opposition coming
from a revolution in the public taste tutored by Balzac's
genius and the careful workmanship of Stendhal,
Merimee, Flaubert, plus Taine's philosophy, she clung
to her ideal and her art. These filled her whole life,
and were the sources of untold joys and comforts.
When unhappy, she writes; when ill, she writes; when
in trouble or in debt, she writes. The bulk of her novels
and plays is astounding and many of them are master­
pieces by their power or originality. They fill about
one hundred and eighty octavos. Think what vitality
it requires to conceive and execute a work of that quan­
tity and quality! Aurore Dupin was indeed the worthy
descendant of the herculean Maurice. Her letters to
Flaubert show her still writing during the silent hours
of the night, as she used to do when she was younger,
and when one of her plays was in rehearsal, traveling
back and forth between N ohant and Paris. When she
was tired, her mind and body found a bracing fountain
of youth in the icy waters of the river Indre that ran
at the foot of her garden.

Physically, in appearance at least, Flaubert was her
match, but he was not so normal as she. We know
that he suffered from epilepsy. The sedentary life he
led, confined in his study, racking his brains to find
structures and images that would satisfy his exacting
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