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 The Meaning of Maupassant's "Pierre et Jean"
 by Murray Sachs

 I N A RECENT ARTICLE in this journal, Professor Robert J. Niess
 offered a very sensitive analysis of some of the symbols which support
 and underline the action in Maupassant's novel, Pierre et Jean.' This
 discussion of symbols was a notable enrichment of the pioneer work
 on this novel done by Professor Edward D. Sullivan who, in his Mau-
 passant the Novelist (Princeton, 1954), called attention to the symbolic
 importance of the fog which insistently accompanies Pierre's anguish
 throughout the book. Paradoxically, however, these two studies, which
 complement each other so enlighteningly, have at the same time served
 to expose the differences of opinion which exist as to what the book as
 a whole means. For on this point Sullivan and Niess are not in agree-
 ment. In Sullivan's view, the fog symbol carries the whole meaning of
 the book: it is a study, he feels, of Pierre's struggle with a crisis of
 doubt and uncertainty, which he can never dispel (see especially pp.
 109 and 115). Niess, on the other hand, points to the interplay of light
 symbols with the fog symbols, and argues that "it is the process of dis-
 covery, of the elimination of the fog of doubt and ignorance, that
 forms the true subject of the novel" (p. 513). And both these critics
 reject the traditional interpretation, lately argued with some additional
 refinements by M. Andr6 Vial, that Pierre et Jean is primarily a study
 of jealousy.2

 Now, we have Maupassant's own word that it is a serious matter
 when the meaning of one of his novels can come into question. In the
 essay "Le Roman," which stands as the preface to Pierre et Jean, Mau-
 passant declares that realistic novelists, such as himself, seek, not to en-
 tertain us, "mais de nous forcer a penser, a comprendre le sens pro-
 fond et cach6 des &v6nements."3 Accordingly, his skill as a novelist
 must lie in "le groupement adroit des petits faits constants d'oui se
 d&gagera le sens d6finitif de 1'ceuvre." Must we then conclude that, in

 1 Robert J. Niess, "Pierre et Jean: Some Symbols," French Review, XXXII, 6
 (May, 1959), 511-19.

 2 Andre Vial, Guy de Maupassant et l'art du roman (Paris: Nizet, 1954). See es-
 pecially pages 363-64 and 402-03.

 3 Guy de Maupassant, Pierre et Jean, in (Euvres completes, 6dition Conard (Paris,
 1909), p. XI. All further references to this work, inserted hereafter within the next,
 will be to this edition.
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 PIERRE ET JEAN 245

 Pierre et Jean, his skill has faltered, inasmuch as the work has given
 rise to conflicting definitions of its "sens definitif"? Or is it rather, per-
 haps, that his critics have misread the book? It is the contention of this
 essay that neither is the case. Maupassant's skill was never greater than
 in Pierre et Jean, and the three critics mentioned have, each from a
 different standpoint, been validly perceptive. But each has, it seems to
 me, defined only part of the book's total meaning. I should like, there-
 fore, to offer a suggested reading of this novel which embraces, grate-
 fully, the insights of Vial, Sullivan, and Niess, but which, as a state-
 ment of its theme, satisfies more completely the content of the work as
 a whole.

 It is well known that the starting point of Pierre et Jean was a news-
 paper fait divers which Maupassant had seen, reporting the strange
 legacy left by a bachelor to the son of his best friends. It seems indis-
 putable that Maupassant's initial idea was to explore the possible ef-
 fects of such a legacy, supposing it to be motivated by illegitimate
 fatherhood. Ren6 Dumesnil has, moreover, demonstrated statistically, in
 his classification of Maupassant's stories by themes,4 that Maupassant
 was attracted obsessively by the themes of illegitimacy and adultery as
 they affect children. It is understandable, therefore, that all interpre-
 tations of Pierre et Jean, including those of Vial, Sullivan, and Niess,
 have tended to regard the illegitimacy of Jean and the adultery of Mme.
 Roland as being at the very center of Pierre's crisis, and hence at the
 center of the book's meaning.

 Yet this stress on illegitimacy and adultery is surely misleading. Be-
 tween the conception of the original idea and its final formulation,
 Maupassant obviously went through a radical shift of focus in his ap-
 proach to the material. Though we have no record, of the stages through
 which his thinking went, we can compare the starting point and the
 end result. If he began with an event: an inheritance which suddenly
 reveals illegitimacy and adultery within a family, he certainly ended
 with total absorption in a personality: that of one member of the fam-
 ily, and a member who was not, as a matter of fact, part of the story
 at the outset. For the original anecdote involved but a single son. It
 was doubtless to heighten the drama and add density to the narrative
 that Maupassant decided to posit two sons, the one legitimate, the other
 not. And perhaps it was the novelty of the point of view which suggested
 to Maupassant the idea of centering the novel on the reactions of the
 legitimate son. But at this point we meet the mysterious chemistry of

 4 Chroniques, dtudes, correspondance de Guy de Maupassant, recueillies, pr6fac6es
 et annot6es par Ren6 Dumesnil (Paris: Librairie Griind, 1938), pp. 459-503.
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 246 FRENCH REVIEW

 artistic creation, which resists precise analysis. For we can only suppose
 that the effort to call into full flesh-and-blood being the character of
 Pierre Roland slowly enticed Maupassant into a shift of focus. His at-
 tention was transfixed by the complexities of the personality he was
 seeking to understand. It is clear, at any rate, that the legacy, the il-
 legitimacy, and the adultery, became relegated in this process to sec-
 ondary status. They became simply mechanisms of the plot, rather than
 its thematic center. They reveal Pierre's character, and are but the ac-
 cidental catalysts of a crisis which, given the personality with which
 Pierre was endowed, would have had to occur sooner or later anyway.
 For Pierre et Jean, as Maupassant finally wrote it, emerged as the story
 of Pierre Roland's self-discovery, forced upon him by a crisis which
 exposed the hollowness and immaturity of the illusions by which he
 lived. It is not what Pierre discovers about the illegitimacy of his broth-
 er, or the adultery of his mother, but what he discovers about himself,
 that forms the center, the theme, the "sens definitif" of this novel.

 It may help to understand further how such a radical shift of focus
 could have come about, if it is noted how much of himself Maupassant
 (consciously or unconsciously) put into the character of Pierre. This
 assimilation of the author's self into that of his protagonist became in-
 evitable, probably, once Maupassant elected to make Pierre Roland his
 main character. For then the Roland family came to resemble, in im-
 portant respects, Maupassant's own: a sensitive, intelligent, but vola-
 tile older brother, a less rewarding and less interesting younger brother,
 a mother who is a "mal mari'e," a father held in low esteem, and fi-
 nally, the intense attachment of the older brother to his mother. We
 must also note that the psychological analysis demanded by such a sub-
 ject forced Maupassant, by his own principles, to draw heavily on his
 own personality. Had he not said, in "Le Roman," that "celui qui fait
 de la psychologie pure ne peut que se substituer 't tous ses personnages
 dans les differentes situations oi1 il les place. .... C'est donc toujours
 nous que nous montrons..." (p. XIX)? It is no accident that Pierre,
 like his creator, is a brooding, insecure person, probingly and pene-
 tratingly curious about himself and others, yet also regularly impelled
 to flee the reality he thus uncovers, and seek solace in the gentle rock-

 5 It is worth noting that Sur l'eau, a sort of log book replete with Maupassant's
 distaste for the world, and the solace he found in sailing his yacht, was published
 in 1888, within a few months of Pierre et Jean. While a good portion of this book
 is early material-it is a scissors-and-paste job, as Professor Sullivan has shown
 (Romanic Review, XL, 3 [October 1049], 173--179)-it is suggestive that the putting
 together of that kind of a book was executed at that particular time.
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 PIERRE ET JEAN 247

 ing of a boat on the ocean.5 The slow process by which the explora-
 tion of this character, so like himself, displaced Maupassant's interest
 from the elements which first attracted him to the material, seems thus
 entirely natural, and even inherent in the circumstances of creation.
 And in this same absorptive process by which the focus shifted, we may
 perhaps discern the secret of the striking fact about this novel, that its
 hero, whose behavior is often pusillanimous and even hateful, neverthe-
 less engages our sympathy and understanding, and emerges in our mind
 as somehow morally superior to all the other characters. Maupassant
 has obviously given too much of himself in this book for his protago-
 nist's travail to be allowed to seem anything less than deeply moving.
 For all his remarkable objectivity of tone and style in this novel, Mau-
 passant is passionately and personally present in this tragic study of
 Pierre Roland's enforced confrontation with the truth of his own sell.6
 If we now test this definition of the theme against the action of the
 book, we can indeed perceive that, at each stage of the unfolding drama,
 Pierre does seem to find more of self-knowledge than of understanding
 of his family. The action proper begins, after a chapter of exposition,
 with Chapter II. We see Pierre brooding over the vague malaise that
 has harassed him since Jean's inheritance was announced. Quickly he
 faces the apparent truth: that he is jealous of Jean. But far from see-
 ing in this discovery a moral problem for himself, or a threat to his
 family, Pierre is pleased! He has found out something about himself.
 "II se sentait mieux, content d'avoir compris, de s'etre surpris lui-meme,
 d'avoir devoild I'autre qui est en nous" (p. 41). If he is pleased, rather
 than pained, it is because he does not yet see that his jealousy, no mo-
 mentary aberration, has characterized his behavior since Jean was born.
 Pierre has made, without fully knowing it, the initial discovery in the
 chain which will destroy his image of himself, and his illusory self-
 esteem. Significantly, however, after the initial pleasure of discovery,
 Pierre is disquieted enough by his jealousy to seek a characteristic solace
 in contemplation of the sea, and in thoughts of exotic travels. The pat-
 tern of Pierre's reactions is more or less repeated at the end of Chapter
 II, when Marowsko says: "ca ne fera pas un bon effet" (p. 51). There
 is no pleasure of discovery here, for Pierre does not at all recognize
 consciously the remark's implications. Yet it is the still unsuspected
 beginning of the destruction of his ideals. Pierre is obscurely upsei by

 O For an interesting discussion of the extent to which Maupassant was forced to
 abandon his objective techniques in Pierre et Jean, by the very nature of his ma-
 terial, see Ernest Simon, "Descriptive and Analytical Techniques in Maupassant's
 Pierre et Jean," in Romanic Review, LI (February 1960), 45-52.
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 the remark, enough to be impatienti. And the two glasses of water he
 needs before falling asleep surely mean that he has been drained dry
 by emotional stress, though he is not aware of its origin.
 Chapters III and IV develop both these strands further. Pierre's
 growing awareness of his jealousy, and his anxious doubts about what
 Marowsko implied, always retain a self-centered character. Each new
 discovery is a painful revelation to Pierre-but of himself, more than
 of the family. Thus, when he realizes that his bad behavior at Jean's
 party, in Chapter III, is pure jealousy, he proceeds to drown his shame
 in alcohol. The hint of the fille de brasserie that Jean must be Mar&
 chal's son stuns him-but chiefly because it threatens his own image of
 his mother. His violent reaction excludes Jean, whose mother she also
 is, and his father. Nor can he think of Mme. Roland in any capacity
 but that of his mother: "L'dmotion qu'il ressentit h l'idde de ce soup-
 ?on jetd sur sa mere [italics added] fut si violente qu'il s'arrata" (p.
 68). Naturally enough, when, brooding in the fog at the end of Chapter
 IV, he comes to consider the likely truth about the meaning of the
 legacy, the hardest hurdle for his mind to jump is the question of
 whether or not his mother had actually committed adultery. "S'6tait-
 elle donnde? ... .Mais oui, puisque cet homme n'avait pas eu d'autre
 amie" (p. 106). And the hurdle taken, he is so violently distressed that
 the urge to kill wells up in him (pp. 106-107). He is dimly but pain-
 fully aware of the destruction threatening his notion of purity, which
 is enshrined in his idealized picture of his mother, and which is a key
 anchor in his life.

 The self-centered qulality of this extraordinarily violent but still un-
 consciously motivated reaction emerges clearly through the events of
 Chapter V, which follow directly from it, and which push its meaning
 through to the conscious level of Pierre's mind. The next morning,
 having fled to Trouville to escape his thoughts, Pierre suddenly has a
 distorted and hallucinatory vision of the beach scene as a squalid and
 shameless "halle d'amour" (p. 124). Then later that day, his mother's
 lie about Mar6chal's portrait finally shatters the last of Pierre's desper-
 ate hopes. The certainty that she committed adultery is now absolute
 for Pierre. And at this, the searing pain of seeing an ideal sullied,
 and an illusion destroyed, which had remained unarticulated in name-
 less fury at the end of Chapter IV, and which was veiled in symbol by
 the vision of the beach at Trouville, surges into overt expression in
 Pierre's conscious thoughts. No device can any longer conceal from
 Pierre the crushing disillusionment which this discovery represents: "Il
 regardait sa mere, qui avait menti. 11 la regardait avec une coldre exas-
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 p6rde de fils tromp6, vole dans son affection sacre. . . . Mais oui, elle
 l'avait tromp' dans sa tendresse, tromp6 dans son pieux respect. Elle se
 devait i lui irrdprochable, comme se doivent toutes les mares k leurs
 enfants" (p. 131).
 Thus, at the end of Chapter V, Pierre has come face to face with
 two glaring and major cracks in the structure of illusions by which he
 sustains himself. His self-esteem is seriously compromised by the dis-
 covery of his jealousy. And the only genuine affection in his life, his
 love for his mother, has turned out to be falsely based. Feeling be-
 trayed in his idealism, and ashamed of his inner self, he now lashes
 out in fury at the world which has wounded him: he begins to torture
 his mother. The inevitable result of this is to expose still more his own
 inadequacies, and to torment himself even more deeply. While Chapter
 VI seems mainly given over to Jean's comic pursuit of Minme. Rosemilly,
 we are aware throughout that Pierre's inner tension is mounting un-
 bearably. Finally, in the climactic moment of Chapter VII, when the
 building pressure within Pierre can be contained no longer, he ex-
 plodes. He pours out the whole tale of his suspicions and sufferings in
 the presence of Jean, and in the hearing of his mother, in the next
 room. But once again, the meaning of the action is fundamentally per-
 sonal to Pierre. He does not speak to inform, or even to hurt, his hear-
 ers. His need is to relieve his own insupportable tension: "I1 semblait
 maintenant avoir oublid Jean et sa mere dans la piece voisine. Il1 par-
 lait comme si personne ne I' coutait, parce qu'il devait parler, parce
 qu'il avait trop souffert, trop comprimr et referm6 sa plaie" (p. 176).
 All action in the novel ends at this point, for there remains only to
 assess the consequences of the events for all concerned. By his explo-
 sion, Pierre has irrevocably altered the family's relationship among its
 members. He has made his own continued contact with his mother, and
 with his brother, impossible on the old basis. Moreover he is left out-
 side the new relationship which his mother and his brother were forced
 to establish after his outburst. He can never know what passed between
 them. In short, Pierre has made himself a complete outsider to his fam-
 ily, and his departure from Le Havre is necessary. The practical details
 by which this is achieved are set forth in Chapter VIII. But Chapter
 IX deals with the more important consequences. For, Pierre's explosion
 has also torn away the last shred of pretense, the remaining refuge still
 possible from the terrible reality about himself which has been unfold-
 ing through these events. His illusions have become untenable. As the
 book ends, Pierre is deeply shaken, disillusioned, and terribly, totally
 alone. He finds himself isolated, and unavoidably face to face with him-
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 self. Ironically, the confrontation with truth takes place on a transat-
 lantic liner, once the symbol of adventure, romance, and escape to him,
 but now a confining, unstable prison in his anguished view. Events have
 thus brought him to the point where he can no longer flee, in mind or
 body, from the truth about himself. At the painfully late age of thirty,
 Pierre Roland will now, we realize, be compelled at last to grow up.
 Thus the meaning of Pierre et Jean, the "sens profond et cach6 des
 ev6nements," lies in the process of exposure by which the protagonist
 comes to see the illusory nature of his ideals and his self-image. The
 process of exposure begins, accidentally, with the announcement of a
 legacy. But it is clear that the seeds of the process have long been pres-
 ent. The legacy sets in motion a crise de conscience for Pierre, in which
 he traverses accesses of jealousy, the torment of doubt, the pain of cer-
 tainty, and the horror of his own sadistic impulses. But these are only
 stages along Pierre's inescapable path toward self-knowledge; until, at
 the end, he stands, stripped bare of illusions, face to face with the crush-
 ing, implacable truth.
 It is entirely just, of course, to point out that the action of the novel,
 set in motion by the legacy, also has important and shattering conse-
 quences for Jean and for Mme. Roland. Things can never be the same
 again for either of them, any more than they can for Pierre. Yet
 the consequences are surely, by any standards, most profound and far-
 reaching for Pierre. Hence it was on these consequences that Maupas-
 sant rightly concentrated his creative powers and insight-and it is these
 consequences which give the novel its core of meaning.

 BRANDEIS UNIVERSITY
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