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Article

Despite the fact that Stendhal died long before the general announcement, in 1968, of the death of the author, criticism of his work, perhaps even more than criticism of other authors, continues to suppose that the novelist’s intentions are not only knowable but also relevant to our interpretation of his fiction. This article will not claim that Stendhal’s intentions are irrelevant; hypotheses and assumptions about these intentions do, after all, continue to inform the way his works are read; as a result it is virtually impossible not to engage with them. However, the article will assume that an author’s intentions are unknowable. More specifically, it will be argued that if Stendhal’s most independent heroines, here represented by Mathilde de La Mole, have traditionally been framed as unappealing, this is less an effect of objectively verifiable authorial intentions than of an often biased and historically variable critical reception.
According to Roland Barthes, literary texts, once freed from the hold of their authors and therefore their critics, invite an activity of reading that is ‘contre-théologique, proprement révolutionnaire, car refuser d’arrêter le sens, c’est finalement refuser Dieu et ses hypostases, la raison, la science, la loi’ (1984: 66). To interpret Stendhal’s most rebellious, resistant heroines as intensely admirable may or may not be to read his work against the grain of the author’s intentions; but it is certainly to challenge a number of received critical ideas about his work. This article will attempt, then, to emulate on a modest scale the immodest spirit of Stendhal’s audacious young heroines, who arguably anticipate the contestatory spirit of today’s generation of feminists: the former, like the latter, refuse to accept that the way things have always been done is the way they should continue to be done.
At first glance, heroines like Mina de Vanghel, Vanina Vanini, Mathilde, and Lamiel have little, other than their youth, in common with today’s generation of feminists. They are not overtly political and do not set out intentionally to empower women: they do not protest against female genital mutilation or demeaning images of women, they do not campaign to have images of women on banknotes, and they do not perform subversive concerts in Russian Orthodox churches. However, the actions of these characters are indirectly political and empowering in that all four heroines assert their freedom from social and sexual norms and insist on choosing their own paths: they reject, in other words, the determinative power of convention. Like many of today’s ‘protest feminists’ (to coin a term), Stendhal’s audacious young heroines are avid readers and are often charged with immorality and/or a lack of femininity. They also have a habit of standing up to figures of authority: Mina defies the wishes of a Prussian prince, both Vanina and Mathilde rebel against the wishes of their fathers and, subsequently, those of their lovers, while Lamiel, in a draft of the unfinished novel’s ending, dies while burning down the Palais de Justice (admittedly as a means of avenging her criminal lover).
Stendhal’s disruptive heroines are often described as amazons, after Jean Prévost, who in 1942 divided his female characters into three types: the angelic lover (exemplified in Stendhal’s fiction by Armance, Mme de Rênal, Mme de Chasteller, and Clélia Conti), the ‘catin sublime’ (whose most successful fictional incarnation, according to Prévost, is Gina del Dongo), and the ‘amazone’ (incarnated for him by Vanina Vanini, Mina de Vanghel, Mathilde de La Mole, Mme Grandet, and Lamiel) (1942: 9–10). While the third ‘type’ is described by Prévost as ‘une ennemie aimée plus qu’une véritable amoureuse’ (9), each of the three female types is presented by him in terms of her attractiveness to the heterosexual male author, hero, or reader. Even Prévost’s amazon can only be successfully realized in Stendhal’s fiction when she is ‘parfaitement unie avec celui qu’elle aime’; for this reason, Prévost claims that the author never succeeded in bringing any of his would-be amazons to completion (10).
As this last remark suggests, Stendhal’s heroines tended, around the time that Prévost was writing, to be read through the lens of their relationship to a male hero. In 1947, Maurice Bardèche remarks that L’Abbesse de Castro, significant portions of which are presented from the perspective of its eponymous heroine, is ‘une fois de plus, l’histoire d’une femme qui est manquée: comme Armance, comme Lucien Leuwen’ (1947: 347). Bardèche also notes that ‘Les romans de Stendhal, c’était toujours la naissance d’un homme’ (408); Lamiel, along with numerous shorter fictions whose protagonists are female, is tactfully overlooked. In 1954, Georges Blin explicitly describes the author’s heroes as ‘de jeunes Stendhal’ and the heroines as Stendhal’s love objects (48).[endnoteRef:1] [1: Notes

 Admittedly, Stendhal’s marginal notes do give some support to such a reading.] 

Ten years later, F. W. J. Hemmings is similarly interested in reading Stendhal’s novels as the story of a man, or as what he calls ‘imaginary biographies’, in which the heroes can be seen to be ‘self-projections on the author’s part or, perhaps, instances of wish-fulfilment’. He goes on to explain, quite rightly, that ‘this particular way of looking at Stendhal’s fiction […] has so frequently been adopted in the past as to constitute by now a commonplace in Stendhal criticism’ (1964: 206). Among the various qualities that Hemmings lists as characteristic of Stendhal’s heroes, is what he calls their preference for dreams over reality or, ‘in a specific context, Juliet on her balcony rather than Juliet in bed’ (1964: x). Despite the fact that there is no sustained analysis in Hemmings’s influential study of any of Stendhal’s female protagonists, Graham C. Jones regrets, in 1966, that in the chapter of this study devoted to La Chartreuse de Parme, the critic ‘tend trop à considérer les événements avec les yeux de Gina’ (142); as suggested by a note in Francesco Manzini’s contribution to this volume, this is hardly the most serious of errors, assuming it is an error at all.
Most of these critics were writing after Simone de Beauvoir’s important essay on Stendhal, in Le Deuxième Sexe (1949), in which she argues that the author’s attitude towards women is highly unusual among literary authors, in that his heroines are invested with qualities of subjecthood rather than simply serving as complements of a male subject position. Even some decades after the publication of Beauvoir’s essay, a surprising number of critics continue to write about Stendhal’s heroines in terms of their greater or lesser attractiveness to an implied heterosexual male. Michel Crouzet, for example, makes the following observation in a study published in 1986:

Toute héroïne stendhalienne a les mêmes caractères: elle est belle, et proche, mais elle est lointaine, et absente, jetée par son ‘incurie’ dans un détachement, un mépris du réel, un paradis autre; elle promet par son silence et son secret un amour infini, mais cette indifférence, cette ‘lenteur à s’émouvoir’, cette réserve énigmatique, ce voile de modestie, corrigent l’invité, éloignent la promesse; la quête est périlleuse, redoutable la tâche de rendre pour nous présente cette âme absente. Elle peut aimer, mais à quel prix, et le visage qui ravit est lui-même dans un état de ravissement intérieur et de contemplation profonde, dans lequel il faudrait bien entrer. (201–02)

Stendhal’s heroines are here said to exist in a state of mute, otherworldly detachment, a state of Beauvoirian immanence, to be viewed and entered by a questing male heterosexual hero who is tacitly identified with the reader (‘nous’). By claiming that this description applies to ‘toute héroïne stendhalienne’ the critic excludes two of Prévost’s three sub-sets from the category of Stendhalian heroine; but even as a description of Stendhal’s angelic heroines, to borrow Prévost’s wording, the insistence on their passivity seems excessive. Beauvoir, after all, had lauded the relative autonomy even of Stendhal’s more reserved heroines, whom she describes as ‘des prisonnières’ (1976 [1949], I: 382). The heroines that Beauvoir had represented as self-conscious subjects are portrayed in the above passage as virtually immobilized by their own ineffable rapture.
This article will now turn its attention to one of Stendhal’s most famous non-conformist heroines, in order to analyse the assumptions that have been active in the critical reception, over time, of this heroine, and with a view to showing how attitudes have changed, and might change further.
Upon the publication of Le Rouge et le Noir in November 1830, the character of Mathilde de La Mole was assessed harshly on the basis of its incongruous artificiality. Prosper Mérimée complained in a letter of March 1831 to Stendhal that the latter had created a character ‘qui a l’air impossible’ (Stendhal, 1997–99, IV: 62). The author had previously responded to this objection by pointing to the existence in reality of women like Mathilde; Mérimée responded now by pointing out that the heroine is still ‘impossible en apparence’ (62), and thus in contravention of the precepts laid down in Boileau’s Art poétique (where it is stated that even the truth can lack verisimilitude). The author of an article of January 1831, published in Le Temps, considered the ‘invraisemblable’ Mathilde to be ‘[une] écervelée dupe de ses rêves historiques’ (Stendhal, 1973: 706). In a similar vein, a journalist of the time noted that ‘les haines, les dédains, les frénésies de Mathilde sont fausses comme un rire forcé: la peinture de sa passion n’a rien de senti’ (Del Litto, 2001: 610). Émile Zola judged the second volume of Rouge to be inferior to the first, largely because of Mathilde’s shortcomings as a literary character: ‘Mathilde est beaucoup plus une expérience d’auteur qu’une créature vivante’ (1881: 103). Elme Caro, who maintained in 1855 that all of Stendhal’s characters are implausible because contradictory, was particularly shocked by Mathilde: ‘à qui fera-t-il croire que ce soit là un personnage humain, une figure vivante?’ (Talbot, 1979: 188).
Critics of the time were bothered not only by Mathilde’s implausibility as a literary character, but also by the unlikeliness of finding an individual like her in reality. Jules Janin, for example, in an 1830 review of the novel, drew attention to the oddity of her character: 

Cette Mathilde est folle, elle pleure, elle rit, elle appelle la mort, elle se frappe en héroïne: on n’a jamais imaginé une fille comme cela. Je n’ose pas croire qu’il y ait à Paris une société qui ressemble à celle que veut peindre M. de Stendhal. (Stendhal, 2005–14, I: 819; hereafter Orc)

Another contemporary reviewer acknowledged that imitation was a natural aspect of human behaviour, but complained that Mathilde’s imitative practice was highly unnatural, and highly unlikely to be found in reality, because too focused on a single role model:

C’est une forcenée copiste qui plagie glacialement une anecdote qu’elle sait par cœur. Je ne sais rien de moins naturel; mais c’est bizarre. L’imprévu est de trouver dans notre société d’aujourd’hui une fillette si romanesquement servile. L’imitation est, comme on sait, dans la nature; mais, en fait de type, on emprunte plus volontiers à tout le monde qu’à une seule personne. (Del Litto, 2001: 614)

Stendhal’s cousin, Romain Colomb, also protested against the possibility of meeting Mathilde in a Parisian salon: ‘Je ne saurais me persuader […] que les salons du noble faubourg puissent offrir des types comme mademoiselle de la Mole et la maréchale de Fervaques; ce sont des êtres imaginaires’ (1845: 74).
However, some early critics chose to interpret the character’s implausible qualities as evidence not of Stendhal’s creative shortcomings, but rather of his originality. An article that appeared shortly after the novel’s publication refers to both Mathilde and the hero, Julien Sorel, as highly original, if bizarre, literary creations (Del Litto, 2001: 586–88) while Arnould Frémy’s appraisal of Mathilde in 1838 offers unqualified approval of the literary innovation that her character represents:

Le caractère de Mathilde est venu opérer une réforme complète parmi les héroïnes de romans. C’est toute une révolution qu’une création semblable. Il y a là plus de véritable hardiesse et de nouveauté que dans tant de prétendus caractères romantiques chez qui l’innovation n’a jamais dépassé l’épithète. (Stendhal, 1992: 923)

Alexis Guignard de Saint-Priest, in a text published in 1832, even praises the heroine’s fidelity to reality:

Voulez-vous une peinture fidèle du grand monde: lisez Rouge et Noir; faites connaissance avec mademoiselle Mathilde, le type des demoiselles du faubourg Saint-Germain. Voilà de la vérité! voilà de l’exactitude! C’est là dans toute la force du terme un auteur bien informé et un livre de bonne foi! (Stendhal, 1973: 691)

In the twentieth century too, a number of critics defended Mathilde’s persuasiveness and fascination as a literary character. Christopher Prendergast remarks, for example, that ‘it is precisely the degree to which Stendhal allows his character to be “mad” in society’s terms and invraisemblable in the novel’s terms, that Mathilde is at her most compelling as a fictional creation’ (1986: 140). Leslie Rabine writes that, in the final part of the novel, the heroine ‘displaces Julien to become the character undergoing the type of transforming development usually reserved for the hero of the novel’ (1985: 105).[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Leslie Rabine also observes that ‘the conclusion to The Red and the Black would in fact fall into sentimental and boring stasis without her countervailing presence’ (1985: 105).] 

More often, however, twentieth-century critics focus on Mathilde’s shortcomings as a character; but they differ from their nineteenth-century precursors in placing far more of an emphasis on her deficiencies as a human being than on her unnaturalness as a literary creation. She is no longer condemned for being an unrecognizable, unconvincing character; instead, she is presented as an unlikable, even faintly disgusting character. For Grahame C. Jones, the heroine is ‘incapable de se libérer du besoin obsessif de vivre à travers ses rôles’ (1983: 459), and her feelings are a mere ‘contrefaçon grotesque du vrai naturel stendhalien’ (1983: 460). Hans Boll-Johansen judges Mathilde to be ‘frappée d’une sorte d’impuissance affective’ and as ignorant of ‘la passion authentique’ (1979: 60): ‘Froide et insensible, elle se nourrit, comme un vampire, des sentiments de l’autre’ (61). In our own century, Francesco Spandri has written of Mathilde that ‘son cœur est habité par la haine’ (2003: 140). Certainly, as Émile Talbot points out (1979: 4), and as Christopher Prendergast persuasively demonstrates (1986: 119–47), nineteenth-century criticisms of Stendhalian invraisemblance, including Mathilde’s lack of verisimilitude, convey only partly veiled moral judgements. However, after the nineteenth century, moral concerns move to the foreground in negative assessments of Mathilde (and arguably in positive assessments too).
If Mathilde is considered a failed human being in much post-nineteenth-century criticism, she is also, perhaps more incriminatingly, deemed insufficiently feminine. This is strongly suggested by a comment made by Maurice Bardèche, a critic whose reactionary political views do not render his judgement of Mathilde any less representative:

Cette joie d’orgueil, cette joie de reine, cette joie cornélienne juge Mathilde. Ce n’est pas une femme, la tête conduit tout. […] A cette duchesse de Longueville, à cette âme de précieuse, il faut un mors compliqué comme ses pensées: le calcul seul peut la vaincre. (1947: 218)

Leaving aside the fact that Cornelian heroism was very positively invested by Stendhal, and reading the above passage for its inner logic alone, it seems clear that Mathilde’s joy, for Bardèche, is unfeminine, having its roots in pride. It is no longer the heroine’s insufficient verisimilitude that poses a problem, but her dearth of womanly characteristics; women, Bardèche strongly implies, should be ruled by their hearts rather than their heads. However, Mathilde’s apparent failings as a female do not render her an implausible character in Bardèche’s reading; in fact he associates her with real women such as the Duchesse de Longueville and the précieuses, who, it is implied, were similarly lacking in feminine qualities. It is a certain type of woman, rather than a failed fictional creation, that Bardèche criticizes in the figure of Mathilde. 
The view of Mathilde as being flawed on account of a lack of feminine attributes is adopted even by a number of critics who approach Le Rouge et le Noir from a perspective informed by feminist history and theory. Richard Bolster’s study of romantic feminism in Stendhal and Balzac praises Mathilde’s critical intelligence, courage, and energy, but notes the inferiority of her sensibility relative to that of the other principal female character, Mme de Rênal:

Gâtant par des cérémonies et des décorations la simplicité de la grotte choisie par Julien comme lieu de sépulture, la jeune Parisienne personnifie les aberrations d’une sensibilité théâtrale qui contraste avec celle, naturelle et touchante, de Mme de Rênal. Venant à la fin du roman, cet épisode revêt l’apparence d’une condamnation sans appel. (1970: 38)[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Richard Bolster’s chapter entitled ‘Les Héroïnes rebelles de Stendhal’ (1970: 81–104) is, however, unequivocal in its praise for Mathilde, Vanina, Mina, and Lamiel.] 


Reframing in psychoanalytic terms this hierarchical opposition between the natural and unnatural woman, Juliet Flower MacCannell holds that Mathilde, like Gina del Dongo, identifies so completely with the masculine Symbolic Order that she can never be as ‘free’ as maternal characters like Mme de Rênal or Clélia, who remain in touch with ‘the Real’ (1983: 928). Lisa Algazi, also adopting a psychoanalytic framework, suggests that ‘the author dooms Mathilde’s attempts at selfhood to failure because they stray completely from the feminine roles of mistress and mother’ (2001: 138).[endnoteRef:4] For Michèle Coquillat, arguing from an existentialist perspective, Mathilde is a two-dimensional creature, ‘une caricature, une actrice, un être totalement dépourvu de vérité, dominé par l’obsession d’atteindre une virilité qui se révèle impossible’ (1982: 362). For this reason, Coquillat considers the female reader’s identification with Mme de Rênal to be unfortunate but virtually inevitable: [4:  If Mathilde ‘is typed as the bad mother’ by the text, as Naomi Segal argues (1992: 72), the question must be asked as to whether critics need to perpetuate this branding. On this point, see Scott, 2007.] 


Ce qui est horriblement pernicieux pour les femmes, c’est que, présentée comme une femme parfaite, vertueuse, douce, ‘soumise’, Louise de Rênal est celle à laquelle toute lectrice s’identifie, ou tend à s’identifier, justement parce qu’on la présente comme un modèle. (362)

Martha N. Moss, in a study of antithetical heroines (‘the pure and the sexual’) in male-authored novels of the 1830s, notes of Mathilde that ‘not only is she utterly capricious and cold-hearted, she is also decidedly masculine’ (1980: 93). Ellen Constans notes that the political ambitions of Mme Grandet and Mathilde militate against their femininity: ‘Ni l’une ni l’autre ne sont faites pour sentir vraiment la passion; elles manquent de sensibilité et de tempérament de l’aveu même de Stendhal’ (1978, II: 1063).[endnoteRef:5] The novel itself does refer to Mathilde’s masculine attributes at several points; similarly, Julien’s feminine qualities are highlighted in the text.[endnoteRef:6] However, commentators do not tend to present Julien’s femininity as evidence of a lack or shortcoming in the same way as they do Mathilde’s masculinity. [5:  In Stendhal’s Projet d’article of 1832 he states that Mathilde ‘n’a pas de… tempérament’ (Orc, I: 836).]  [6:  See, respectively, Orc, I: 572, 603, 628, 787 and Orc, I: 370, 372, 373, 374. On the prominence given to gender markers and their complication in Le Rouge et le Noir, see Thompson, 1993–94. On Julien’s androgyny and affinity with women, see Kelly, 1989: 26–42.] 

It might, of course, be countered that critics are simply paraphrasing Stendhal and remaining loyal to the text of Le Rouge et le Noir when they attribute negative attributes to Mathilde. Recently, Yves Ansel has actively criticized the author-narrator for his unjust treatment of the heroine towards the end of Le Rouge et le Noir:

C’est une évidence à la simple lecture que, Julien en prison, Mathilde n’est plus la même, que Mathilde devient moins aimable, voire ‘antipathique’. Tout lecteur qui aime Mathilde se rend compte de cette négative évolution, sans pouvoir toutefois précisément repérer l’origine de ce (regrettable) changement. […] En l’occurrence, la ‘nouvelle’ Mathilde résulte d’un ‘effet de focalisation’ (G. Genette). (2013: 175)

The argument that the text leads us necessarily to associate certain values and qualities with particular characters is a strong one, but I would argue that it underestimates the importance of subjectivity and historicity in reading; the importance, precisely, of focalization effects (in a sense not meant by Genette). This is an especially crucial consideration in the context of a novel like Le Rouge et le Noir, to which Ann Jefferson attributes a polyphonic ‘compositional strategy that refuses to hierarchise the component perspectives of narration in any ascending order of authority, and prefers to juxtapose them’ (1988: 101). Stendhal’s novel does not offer one narrative perspective, but many. This means that, while Julien’s perspective dominates, particularly in the final chapters of the novel, other points of view, such as that of Mathilde and the narrator, are also implied and can be understood to compete with it. In the following passage, for example, Julien’s reading of Mathilde is undercut by several details that suggest its unreliability:

On peut devenir savant, adroit, mais le cœur!… le cœur ne s’apprend pas. Même avec cette pauvre Mathilde, qui pleure maintenant, ou plutôt qui ne peut plus pleurer, dit-il en regardant ses yeux rouges… et il la serra dans ses bras: l’aspect d’une douleur vraie lui fit oublier son syllogisme… Elle a pleuré toute la nuit peut-être, se dit-il; mais un jour, quelle honte ne lui fera pas ce souvenir! Elle se regardera comme ayant été égarée, dans sa première jeunesse, par les façons de penser basses d’un plébéien… Le Croisenois est assez faible pour l’épouser, et, ma foi, il fera bien. Elle lui fera jouer un rôle.

Du droit qu’un esprit ferme et vaste en ses desseins
A sur l’esprit grossier des vulgaires humains.

Ah çà! voici qui est plaisant: depuis que je dois mourir, tous les vers que j’ai jamais sus en ma vie me reviennent à la mémoire. Ce sera un signe de décadence…
Mathilde lui répétait d’une voix éteinte: Il est là dans la pièce voisine. Enfin il fit attention à ces paroles. Sa voix est faible, pensa-t-il, mais tout ce caractère impérieux est encore dans son accent. Elle baisse la voix pour ne pas se fâcher. (Orc, I: 786)

The narratorial reference to Julien’s ‘syllogisme’ might be construed as dismissive of a line of thought that would have led the hero to judge Mathilde’s heart harshly. Julien revises his judgement of her insensibility when he perceives the signs on her face of what the narrator describes as ‘une douleur vraie’. The couplet that comes to Julien, and that might be understood to take the place of narratorial comment,[endnoteRef:7] can be read as a veiled critique of the hero’s attitude towards Mathilde. The ‘pensa-t-il’ of the final paragraph maintains the narrator’s distance from Julien’s deduction that the heroine speaks ‘d’une voix éteinte’ only in order to keep her temper; there is nothing here to indicate that the narrator (or author) agrees with his interpretation of her feeble voice, and indeed the hero’s misreading of Mathilde just previously might encourage the reader to distrust his judgement. Variations in perspective can give rise, then, to multiple readings. There is, in other words, nothing objective about a reading of Mathilde as unattractive, whether in the final chapters of Le Rouge et le Noir or elsewhere in the novel; any such reading is already an interpretation, whether it knows it or not.[endnoteRef:8] [7:  David Scott (2000) highlights the way in which the use of citations in Le Rouge et le Noir enables Stendhal to create multiple perspectives on the hero’s behaviour. On the source of the quotation in question, see Francesco Manzini’s article in this volume.]  [8:  As Stanley Fish puts it, ‘interpretive strategies are not put into execution after reading; they are the shape of reading, and because they are the shape of reading, they give texts their shape, making them rather than, as is usually assumed, arising from them’ (1980: 13). Critics of Stendhal who are particularly alert to the lures of interpretation nevertheless tend to achieve a higher degree of objectivity in their readings of his heroines. See for example Garnier (2007) and Ansel (2013).] 

For this reader, for example, Mathilde is nowhere more likable than in the closing chapters of the novel: her moral superiority over her treacherous lover seems to me to be ‘une évidence à la simple lecture’. The ‘effet de focalisation’ referred to by Ansel only occurs if one adopts Julien’s perspective (which the text, admittedly, strongly encourages us to do): the narrator, in fact, makes no explicit and unequivocal judgement on her behaviour, and might even be understood to give her his tacit approval. Certainly, the narrator makes the occasional sardonic aside such as the parenthetical ‘Mathilde continua à être éloquente’ (Orc, I: 787), but his irritation at Julien’s treatment of Mathilde can also be perceived in the closing chapters of the novel, if one is inclined to perceive it. There is, for example, the pointed use of ‘etc.’ in an account of the lies Julien tells his erstwhile lover (Place, 1996: 381–82). There are also the repeated misreadings and underestimations of Mathilde by the hero, which the narrator is obliged to correct. There is, in addition, the intriguing epigraph, playfully attributed to Mme Goethe, which might be interpreted as a sharp riposte to Julien’s insensitive request of Mathilde, in the preceding chapter, that she entrust Mme de Rênal with the upbringing of their child; Julien apologizes when he realizes that his fiancée is deeply hurt, but goes on to tell her that in fifteen years she will consider her love for him to have been ‘une folie’; he then returns to his state of ‘rêverie’ and to the idea that Mathilde will forget his child in the future: ‘Dans quinze ans Mme de Rênal adorera mon fils, et vous l’aurez oublié’ (Orc, I: 773–74). The chapter ends here, and is immediately followed by this epigraph:

C’est parce qu’alors j’étais fou qu’aujourd’hui je suis sage. Ô philosophe qui ne vois rien que d’instantané, que tes vues sont courtes! Ton œil n’est pas fait pour suivre le travail souterrain des passions.
MME GOETHE. (Orc, I: 774)

There is nothing self-evident about Stendhal’s parti pris in the final chapters of Le Rouge et le Noir.
Indeed, if we assume for a moment that the author’s views and intentions have a legitimate role to play in the debate over the meaning of a literary text, we can uphold a view that runs counter to the dominant understanding of Stendhal’s feminine ideal. Jacqueline Andrieu articulates this alternative view:

Lorsque certains affirment que Mathilde n’est pas une femme, ils se fondent sur une image conventionnelle et traditionnelle. Stendhal dépasse ce point de vue, et, pour lui, Vanina ou Lamiel sont des femmes, conformes à ses rêves selon lesquels les jeunes filles peuvent et doivent se montrer les égales des hommes. (1976–77: 331)

This is an author who, in his personal life, fell for challenging women, women who were often very far from the ideal of femininity so often extrapolated from his work. Alberthe de Rubempré, frequently considered a model for Mathilde, is a case in point: despite being a young married woman, Alberthe was a promiscuous, foul-tongued, fantastical free spirit. This is how Prosper Mérimée described her around the time of his and Stendhal’s affair with Alberthe: ‘C’est une femme fort extraordinaire, très spirituelle et brouillée avec son mari. Elle n’a que vingt-quatre ans. D’ailleurs elle fait profession d’une grande franchise et elle cause de tout comme un homme’ (Del Litto, 1978: 223). Stendhal himself describes Alberthe in his Souvenirs d’égotisme of 1832 as ‘une des Françaises les moins poupées que j’aie rencontrées’ (1981–82: 439); in Le Rouge et le Noir, Mathilde prides herself on not resembling ‘une poupée’ (Orc, I: 668) and the narrator comments that, after Julien threatens to kill her, ‘certainement jamais femme n’avait moins ressemblé à une poupée parisienne’ (Orc, I: 662). The novelist was well aware of Mathilde’s exceptionality: in a letter of December 1830/January 1831 to his friend (and Alberthe’s new lover) Adolphe de Mareste, he writes that the lack of ‘caractère’ or ‘force de volonté’ among the French aristocracy had led him to ‘prendre une exception’, despite knowing that ‘la convenance exacte, c’est la présence continue du convenable, l’absence complète d’individualité…’ (Stendhal, 1997–99, IV: 19).[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Interestingly, in this letter to Mareste, the novelist insists that Mary de Neuville was the exceptional model for Mathilde. Alberthe had been outraged by the use to which she felt her character had been put in Le Rouge et le Noir; the exclusive focus on Mary de Neuville in this letter was almost certainly designed to downplay Alberthe’s importance. In correspondence with Mérimée, he had referred to both women as models for Mathilde (Stendhal, 1997–99, IV: 63).] 

As I have tried to show elsewhere (2013: 47–82), the text of Le Rouge et le Noir lends itself very easily to a highly positive appreciation of Mathilde’s character. Her insights and interpretations are, after all, often cited by critics as though they were Stendhal’s own. Marie Parmentier, who judges the heroine’s imitative habits very harshly, nevertheless deduces from the narrator’s silence in relation to her behaviour in the wake of Julien’s execution that the author himself has been seduced by the melodramatic atmosphere created by the characters of his novel (2005: 205–30). I would go further, and argue that the author’s silence is potentially indicative of a strong identification with the scorned female. An author who knew only too well what it was to be le tiers exclu, and who was, according to Mérimée, ‘consumed by jealousy’ (Raitt, 1970: 283) around the time of writing the novel, may well have felt considerable sympathy for a heroine subjected to the pain and humiliation of rejection in love.[endnoteRef:10] While even the most sympathetic critics seem to consider Mathilde to be defeated at the end of Le Rouge et le Noir,[endnoteRef:11] the fact that she ends the novel both alive and kicking suggests that she has been accorded an authorial favour denied to many of the principal characters of Stendhal’s novels: Octave, Julien, Mme de Rênal, Fabrice, Clélia, and Gina all die at the end of their stories. Among the three novels the author published in his own lifetime, the only surviving lead characters are Mathilde, Mosca, and (ambiguously) Armance; and Mathilde is surely the only one of these three to have an enviable post-fictional life ahead of her.[endnoteRef:12]  [10:  Stendhal refers to himself in the Vie de Henry Brulard as ‘le seul tiers incommode’ when, as a young boy, he was obliged to accompany his father and aunt Séraphie on their long walks together (1981–82, II: 552). Stendhal’s experiences of love led him to identify closely with the rejected lover. Victor Brombert points out that, for the author, ‘the unhappy lover, though not exactly a prestigious figure in society, is initiated, through his very suffering, into the realm of emotional and artistic beauty’ (1968: 44).]  [11:  For Maddalena Bertelà, ‘Stendhal fait de Mathilde une figure perdante en tant que femme, même si ce qu’elle paye personnellement et son énergie morale gardent une très haute valeur’ (1985: 213). Cheryl Morgan writes that ‘the narrative condemns the overeducated Mathilde as an unfit mother who should have been born a man’ (1999: 147). Michel Guérin adopts a highly unusual point of view in that he highlights Mathilde’s success at the close of Le Rouge et le Noir, which he contrasts with what he perceives as the failure of Mina de Vanghel and Vanina Vanini, on account of their choice of unworthy males (1982: 28–32).]  [12:  Margaret Waller describes Armance’s fate as ‘a death from the world’ and a ‘self-immolation’ (1993: 130).] 

There is of course much to commend Mathilde’s moral character, from a Stendhalian point of view, as is often acknowledged even in negative critical responses to the heroine. Leo Bersani writes that ‘Mathilde is more original (certainly more imprudent) that any other Parisian “doll”, but she is a spoiled if extravagantly imaginative brat whom it’s best to watch, at a distance, with amused curiosity’ (1976: 107). Ann Jefferson wonders how it is that Mathilde can be so right, in her incarnation of Stendhalian values, while also being so wrong:

In Stendhalian terms Mathilde is right both in her criticisms of Parisian society and in the values (such as those of the century of Charles IX and Henri III) that she admires as an alternative. […] Why then, although she is right, is Mathilde so fundamentally wrong? (1988: 79–80)

Roger Pearson, also troubled by the heroine’s simultaneous rightness and wrongness, argues that Mathilde cannot be truly heroic because her unpredictability, though normally admirable in Stendhal, is in her case too predictable (1988: 130–31). For Ellen Constans, Mathilde shares the author’s contestatory idealism, but ultimately fails because her attitude is too ‘passéiste’ (1978, II: 809–10). Christopher Prendergast qualifies his remarks about Mathilde’s resistance to convention by remarking that, in the final analysis, ‘she too is caught in the “mimetic trap”, imitatively basing her desires and actions on heroic images of her sixteenth-century ancestors’ (1986: 140).
Negative judgements of Mathilde tend to arise, I would argue, from the reader’s sympathy for the male hero, or at least from an almost universal assumption of authorial sympathy for the same character. In other words, denunciations of the heroine are usually more or less explicitly related to the fact that Julien rejects her at the end of the novel when he sees the error of his ways and realizes the superiority of Mme de Rênal to his Parisian mistress. Blin makes this process quite clear:

Dans le Rouge, […] le parti pris de l’auteur coïncide si ostensiblement avec celui du protagoniste que nous l’adoptons, nous aussi, une fois pour toutes, et ne participons à l’action qu’à partir de ce foyer privilégié. […] Nous regardons Mme de Rênal et Mathilde par les yeux troublants ou troublés de Julien. (1954: 156)[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Crouzet, similarly, notes: ‘Héros jeune, il est le personnage dans lequel toute jeunesse se reconnaît’ (1995: 107).] 


Leaving aside for the moment the implications of the description of Julien’s eyes as ‘troublés’, it is interesting to ask to what ‘nous’ Blin refers us here. It is supposed that the reader necessarily adopts Julien’s perspective on events, and that this decision is legitimated by the coincidence between the hero’s point of view and that of the author. Pearson, like Blin, considers that the reader will join the male hero in viewing Mathilde with contempt: 

By the end of the novel [Mathilde’s] fantasy is so far removed from the inner reality of Julien that it tires him and strikes us as pathetic. Heroic prospects pursued to the limit prove sterile, if not grotesque, and the final implicit irony of the novel is that Mathilde’s importation of Italian sculpture for Julien’s grotto is likely to earn her the local reputation of ‘une mauvaise tête’. (1988: 129–130)
	
I suspect, though, that I am not the only reader to have been thrilled by Mathilde’s spectacular chutzpah in the final chapter of the novel.[endnoteRef:14] And the very first chapter of the novel, to which Pearson’s quotation refers, implicitly warns us against making any negative judgements about the Italian predilections of any so-called ‘mauvaise tête’:[endnoteRef:15] [14:  Carol A. Mossman discusses the ‘breach of closure’ constituted by Mathilde’s pregnancy at the end of Le Rouge et le Noir and refers to her fascination with the Salomé intertext: ‘If I have dwelt extensively on St John, it is because Mathilde’s ending was too seductive to resist. How to explain this conclusion so imbued with fin-de-siècle luster?’ (1984: 19, 90).]  [15:  Ansel makes a similar point (2013: 180).] 


Pour arriver à la considération publique à Verrières, l’essentiel est de ne pas adopter, tout en bâtissant beaucoup de murs, quelque plan apporté d’Italie par ces maçons, qui au printemps traversent les gorges du Jura pour gagner Paris. Une telle innovation, vaudrait à l’imprudent bâtisseur une éternelle réputation de mauvaise tête, et il serait à jamais perdu auprès des gens sages et modérés qui distribuent la considération en Franche-Comté.
Dans le fait, ces gens sages y exercent le plus ennuyeux despotisme. (Orc, I: 354)

Even a reader unaware of Stendhal’s own fondness for Italy does not have to read very far between the lines in order to detect the irony that is directed here, as elsewhere in the text, against public opinion, the cult of prudence, and the fear of ridicule.[endnoteRef:16] Pearson’s postulation that all readers will find Mathilde’s behaviour pathetic contradicts his eloquent arguments elsewhere in his book for the importance of independent, subjective response in reading Stendhal. As Shoshana Felman too notes, ‘nul n’est mieux que Stendhal conscient de la relativité des jugements, de la partialité des points de vue’ (1971: 38). Taking into account the inevitably situated nature of the reading experience, Mathilde’s independence and modernity is surely far more likely to appeal to a young reader of today than Mme de Rênal’s relative meekness,[endnoteRef:17] however much the male hero might prefer one heroine to the other. [16:  The ‘mauvaise tête’, on the other hand, is a figure with whom Stendhal would seem to have identified. He acknowledges his own ‘réputation de mauvaise tête’ among his friends (Stendhal, 1981–82, II: 483), and in the Roman de Métilde (1819) refers to the ‘mauvaise tête’ of his own alter ego, who loses the love of Métilde on account of the ‘folies’ and ‘imprudences’ prompted by his ‘passion folle’ (Orc, I: 7). ]  [17:  Bertelà makes this point (1985: 208). As early as 1944, Clara Malraux wrote: ‘je ne comprends pas mieux qu’à dix-huit ans, que l’on préfère Mme de Raynal [sic] à Mathilde de la Môle [sic]’ (1944: 262).] 

Leslie Rabine argues that the manner in which Le Rouge et le Noir ‘leads the reader to identify subjectively with both hero and heroine’ constitutes a ‘technical originality’ which ‘translates an original sexual politics of narration’ (1985: 87). For Rabine, Mathilde’s character poses an implicit challenge to our understanding of and identification with Julien Sorel as a realist hero: ‘Critical antipathy focuses itself on Mathilde because far from centering Julien’s identity, she threatens it, and so also threatens reader identification with it’ (98).[endnoteRef:18] Mathilde threatens the solidity of readerly identifications with Julien, for Rabine, because she undermines that psychological unity and stability that is so fundamental to the realist protagonist. As Annika Mörte Alling points out, Julien’s feelings for Mathilde, and more generally, are capricious, and conform to no clear model or rule (2003: 63–64). Julien’s unity as a character comes under particular strain when he switches his affections from Mathilde to Mme de Rênal, towards the end of the novel. The text explicitly accounts for this change of heart by stating that Julien is tired of heroism and needs a less bold kind of love at this point of his career; it also implicitly associates the hero’s switch of affections with the disappearance of his ambition. These are surely sufficient explanations for his return to Mme de Rênal, but critics have, like Julien himself, attempted to diminish the appearance of inconsistency by maintaining, as he does, that his feelings for Mathilde were always of an inferior order to his love for Mme de Rênal. According to Hemmings, for example, despite the fact that Mme de Rênal has an adulterous sexual relationship with Julien, she is ultimately located in a higher sphere, for him: [18:  Rabine quotes René Girard, who makes a very similar, though differently inflected, point: ‘Julien Sorel reste un, mais son unité est menacée lors de cette aberration temporaire qu’est son amour pour Mathilde’ (Girard, 1961: 96).] 


There clings to Mme de Rênal a certain shy innocence, a certain moral elevation which gives her, in spite of her fault, kinship with Bathilde de Chasteller, Armance de Zohiloff, and Fielding’s Sophia. […] By alternately refusing herself and yielding, Mathilde de La Mole succeeds in irritating his senses in a way that Mme de Rênal had never managed or indeed wished to do. (1964: 52)

Such explanations of Julien’s volte-face in the closing chapters of Le Rouge et le Noir may well be logical and valid, to the extent that they make sense of his decision by drawing (albeit selectively) on textual evidence, but they also tend, as in the quotation from Hemmings, towards an implicit or explicit defence of the hero’s choice, a fact that in itself reveals the workings of readerly identifications. In short, a reader sympathetic to Mathilde, in the final chapters of the novel, is likely to produce an altogether different reading of Julien’s integrity as a character.
Such a reading of the novel has become increasingly audible since Clara Malraux’s often overlooked article of 1944. Malraux saw in Mathilde a rare example in French literature of a woman motivated by self-respect rather than a need for love and who chooses her love object rather than letting herself be chosen. Other commentators who express enthusiasm for Mathilde’s character tend, like Malraux, to highlight her independence and authenticity. Francine Marill Albérès associates her with ‘[le] naturel héroïque’ (1956: 251). Marie-Louise Coudert asks why Julien could not have recognized Mathilde’s great worth, and preferred her over ‘l’insipide Mme de Rênal’ (1972: 137): ‘heurté à l’authenticité de cette fille bien trop fière pour être hypocrite, n’aurait-il pu en remarquer le prix?’ (136). For Guy Weill-Goudchaux, Mathilde represents a personal ideal of femininity, a precursor of ‘la femme libre d’après-demain’ (1974: 46–47). Andrieu counts Mathilde among those of Stendhal’s heroines whose ‘seul souci est de rester vraies envers elles-mêmes’ (1976–77: 326) Michel Guérin writes of his refusal to accept the novel’s ending, on account of the strength of his admiration for Mathilde (1982: 16). Rabine argues that Mathilde marks her distance from ‘the bourgeois world where women are extensions of active men’ (1985: 89) and asks: ‘Why do readers react with sympathy and approval to the heroine who complements the hero and with antipathy and opprobrium to the heroine who strays into an independent textual structure?’ (97).
Esteem for Mathilde stems no doubt from readerly sympathies that are just as naïve as those, far more prevalent, that have produced interpretations that are unsympathetic to her, namely those that are based on sympathetic readings of Julien. What lends particular interest to positive evaluations of Mathilde, however, is that, in emphasizing her achievement of freedom and authenticity, they implicitly question Julien’s own achievement of these goals. Traditionally, critics have interpreted the hero as having found his authenticity and freedom in prison, with Mme de Rênal, and have understood Mathilde to be an inauthentic prisoner of her own delusions. To read Mathilde differently is to challenge the dominant way in which Le Rouge et le Noir has been read.
It is my belief, confirmed occasionally by colleagues, that undergraduates have long been fascinated by the figure of Mathilde. In my own doctoral thesis, as well as in a subsequent publication (2005), I even argued for an ‘oblique’ reading of the character as the beating heart (or, more precisely, the anamorphic head) of the novel. Until recently, university students, in the English-speaking world at least, have had little exposure to Stendhal’s other young heroines. This situation is set to change, with the easy availability of the author’s short fictions, and indeed the various new paperback and electronic versions of Vanina Vanini, Mina de Vanghel, Le Rose et le Vert, Les Cenci, L’Abbesse de Castro and other texts featuring strong female protagonists. Over the last two decades, furthermore, criticism has become far less reductive in its engagement with Stendhal’s heroines and the texts in which they predominantly feature. Far more sustained critical attention, for example, has been paid to the unfinished novel Lamiel in the last twenty years than was ever given it before. Conferences have been organized on the topics of ‘Stendhal et la femme’ (Oxford, 2006), Lamiel (Aix-en-Provence, 2008), and female heroism in Stendhal (Paris, 2013).
Naomi Schor once imagined a future in which Stendhal and not Balzac might be considered as ‘the paradigmatic realist novelist’ (1985: 146); she gave her preference to the former on account of his heroines’ resistance to that naturalization of female passivity which, for her, defines Balzacian realism. Stendhal’s non-conformist females are not, as Beauvoir points out, complements of a male hero. In addition, they are not objects of pity, they are not subordinated, and they have the confidence to act on their desires. In an age when authoritarian regimes and misogynistic ideologies and practices impose increasingly strict limits on women’s possibilities, Stendhal’s defiant heroines seem more necessary than ever before; though of course they are nothing like as necessary as the young feminists who are today saying no to the death grip of convention. In the small world of academic French studies, it is important that students continue to study the works of Stendhal; if lecturers choose to present his self-determining heroines as unappealing characters, so be it. Undergraduates will decide for themselves.
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