






Chapter Nine: The Ball 
 

 

“She’s happy,” Count Altamira went on. “She was happy in 1815. I was hiding at her house, 
at the time, on her estate near Antibes. Well, as soon as she heard of Marshall Ney’s execution, 
she began to dance.” 

“Is such a thing possible?” asked Julien, thunderstruck. 
“It’s simply political,” Altamira answered. “We no longer have genuine passions, in the 

nineteenth century. That’s why there’s so much boredom, here in France. We do the most 
incredibly cruel things, but without cruelty.” 

“So much the worse!” said Julien. “At the very least, crimes ought to be committed with 
pleasure. That’s the only good about them: How can we even begin to justify them for any 
other reason?”5 

Having completely forgotten her position, herself, and everything else, Mademoiselle de 
La Mole was now standing almost directly between Altamira and Julien. Her brother, whose 
arm she still grasped, was in the habit of doing whatever she wanted: he kept looking around 
the room and, to make matters look proper, was pretending that he’d been stopped by the 
crowd. 

“You’re right,” said Altamira. “We do everything without pleasure, and without bothering 
to remember what we’ve done, even committing crimes. I could probably show you ten men, 
here in this room, who’ll go to hell as assassins. They’ve forgotten all about it, and so has the 
world. 

“They’re often moved when their dog breaks its paw. When flowers are thrown onto these 
people’s graves—as you put it so cheerfully, in Paris—we’ll be told they embodied all the 
virtues of the bravest knights, and we’ll hear about the grand deeds of their ancestor, who 
lived under Henri IV.6 If, in spite of the best efforts of Prince d’Araceli, I’m not about to be 
dead, and if I ever make my fortune in Paris, I’ll be pleased to have you to dinner, together 
with eight or ten murderers, all honored men, all without any remorse. 

“You and I, at such a dinner, will be the only ones without blood on our hands, but I’ll be 
scorned and virtually despised, as a sanguinary monster and a Jacobin, and you, you’ll be 
scorned just because you’re a man of the people who’s intruded himself into good company.” 

“Nothing could be truer,” said Mademoiselle de La Mole. 
Altamira looked at her, startled; Julien would not grant her a glance. 
“Note that, in the revolution which I found myself leading,” Count Altamira continued, 

“we failed only because I refused to have three heads cut off, and I would not distribute to our 
supporters seven or eight millions, deposited in a box to which I had the key. My king, who 
today is burning to grab me, and who before the revolt had been on first-name terms with me, 
would have given me the greatest medal in the land, had I cut off those three heads and 
handed out the money, because then I would have been at least half successful, and my 
country would have had a sort of constitution...That’s how the world works, it’s all a chess 
game.” 

“But then,” responded Julien, his eyes blazing, “you didn’t know how to play. Now...” 

                                                             
5 This is a malcontent speaking. Tartuffe is a Molière masterpiece, concerning the religious hypocrite Tartuffe, 
who uses an ostentatious show of extreme faith to ingratiate himself with a rich and naïve bourgeois, Orgon. 
There is no record of Molière ever making such a comment about Tartuffe. 
6 The first Bourbon king (born 1553, reigned 1589–1610). He brought an end to the Wars of Religion when he 
converted to Catholicism in order to claim the throne. Legend has him declaring “Paris is well worth a mass!” 
He imposed his authority on fractious nobles, divorced his adulterous wife, Marguerite de Valois (see note for 
p. 289, ll. 9–10)to marry Marie de Médici—mother of Louis XIII—and was assassinated by the fanatical 
Ravaillac. This political martyrdom—plus his military skills and his rough-hewn ways—helped contribute to 
the legend of a great and popular king, which survived even the Revolution. 
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“You mean, now I’d cut off those heads, and I wouldn’t be the Girondin7 you made me out 
to be the other day? ... I’ll answer you,” said Altamira sadly, “after you’ve killed a man in a duel, 
which is at least not so ugly as having him killed by an executioner.” 

“My Lord!” said Julien. “The man who desires a goal, also desires the way of accomplishing 
it. If I had any power, instead of being, as I am, a mere atom, I’d have three men killed if I 
could save the lives of four.” 

His glance glowed with moral fire, and with contempt for men’s senseless decisions. His 
eyes met those of Mademoiselle de La Mole, so extremely close by, and his contempt, far from 
shifting to graciousness and civility, became even stronger. 

She was profoundly shocked, but she was not capable, not anymore, of disregarding 
Julien. She went away, resentfully, dragging her brother behind her. 

“I need a glass of punch, and I have to dance and dance,” she told herself. “I’ll pick the 
best dancer here and, no matter what, I’ll make an impression. Fine: There’s that notoriously 
rude fellow, the Count de Fervaques.” She accepted his invitation; they danced. “It’s still an 
open question,” she thought, “which of us will be the rudest: if I intend to really show him up, 
I need to make him talk.” All the rest of them, soon, were simply walking through the steps: no 
one wanted to risk losing any of Mathilde’s keen-edged responses. Monsieur de Fervaques 
grew restless. He could not summon up neatly elegant phrases and, instead of ideas, resorted 
to letting himself look as angry as he felt. Mathilde, who was in a foul mood, treated him so 
savagely that she made herself an enemy. She danced until dawn, and finally left, incredibly 
weary. But as her carriage rolled away, whatever strength she had left was busily making her 
sad and miserable. She had been scorned by Julien, and she could not reply in kind. 

Julien was as happy as he could be, in his ignorance thrilled by the music, the flowers, the 
beautiful women, the universal elegance and, above all else, by his imagination, which 
dreamed of all the honors he would receive, and of freedom for everyone. 

“What a gorgeous ball!” he said to the count as the carriage drove away. “There’s nothing 
missing.” 

“Except thought,” responded Altamira. 
And his face showed his scorn, which was no less barbed because it was obvious that 

politeness obliged him to mask it. 
“But you’re here, my dear count. And isn’t any thought as good as a conspiracy?” 
“I’m here because of the name I bear. But in these drawing rooms, thought is utterly 

hateful. They don’t dare rise above the level of a vaudeville song: that’s what pays, here. But a 
thinking man, if his insights are forceful and original, gets labeled a cynic. Isn’t that the way 
one of your judges spoke of the great Hellenist, Courier?8 He was sent to prison, just like 
Béranger. The Congregation of the Holy Virgin sees to it, in France, that everyone whose mind 
is worth anything gets thrown into the criminal courts, and all the really good people applaud. 

“That’s because this withered old society of yours always puts propriety first...France will 
never lift itself any higher than bravery in battle. You’ll always have Murats, but never a 

                                                             
7 Appellation given to the moderates in the convention. As the principle opponents of the Jacobins—their 
former allies—many Girondins, after 1792, were executed when the more radical party emerged victorious. 
8 Paul-Louis Courier (1772–1825), a personal friend of Stendhal’s and a vocal Republican as well as a Hellenist 
and political pamphleteer. The judge who called him a cynic knew that Courier would understand its original 
meaning of “dog.” 
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Washington.9 All I see in France is vanity. A creative man, talking easily, slips into a brilliant 
impropriety, and the master of the house thinks he’s been insulted.” 

At this point, the count’s carriage, which was bringing Julien home, stopped in front of 
the de La Mole mansion. Julien had become fond of his conspiratorial acquaintance. Altamira 
had paid him a fine compliment, obviously born of deep conviction: “You don’t have a 
Frenchman’s trifling mind, and you understand the principle of utility. “It happened that, the 
night before, Julien had seen Casimir Delavigne’s tragedy Marino Faliero.10 

“Isn’t it true that the conspirator, Israel Bertuccio, has more character than all the noble 
Venetians he’s plotting against?” our worker revolutionary asked himself. “Yet these are the 
established nobility, dating back to 700, a century before Charlemagne, while the most noble 
of those at the Duke de Retz’s ball tonight go back—and pretty limply—only as far as the 
thirteenth century. Well! Among all these Venetian nobles, of such lofty birth, the only one we 
remember is Israel Bertuccio. 

“A revolution cancels all a capricious society’s titles and distinctions. In a revolution, a 
man assumes whatever rank he earns by his behavior in the face of death. The brain itself gives 
up much of its supremacy... 

“What would Danton be today, in this century of Valenods and Rênals? Not even a deputy 
attorney general... 

“What am I talking about? He’d have sold himself to the Congregation of the Holy Virgin. 
He’d be a government minister, because the great Danton, after all, did his share of stealing. 
Mirabeau sold himself, too. Napoleon stole millions, in Italy, and without that wealth, poverty 
would have stopped him in his tracks, according to General Pichegru. Only Lafayette never 
stole.11 Is stealing required? Is selling yourself inevitable?” Julien wondered. The question 
stopped him in his tracks. He spent the rest of the night reading the history of the French 
Revolution. 

Next day, as he wrote letters in the library, all he could think of, still, was his conversation 
with Count Altamira. 

                                                             
9 The revolutionary and postrevolutionary generations greatly admired George Washington, chiefly for his 
Cincinattus-like abandonment of power on two occasions, after the end of the Revolutionary War and again in 
1796. 
10 An 1829 play, controversial chiefly because it defied the traditional rules of the theater. Marino Faliero told 
the story of Israel Bertuccio, who plotted to assassinate the Venetian aristocracy in order to establish Faliero as 
reigning prince of Venice. The Romantics were fascinated by the byzantine politics of medieval and 
Renaissance Italy, which furnished subject matter to many works, especially plays. Stendhal himself drew on 
such sources for his novel La Chartreuse de Parme (The Charterhouse of Parma) and the Chroniques italiennes 
(The Italian Chornicles). 
11 Danton (see note for p. 1, Epigraph) was arrested and executed on charges of embezzlement that, after his 
death, proved to be true. Mirabeau likewise was proven, after his death, guilty of accepting bribes (see note for 
p. 220, l. 2). Napoleon’s looting in Italy was standard for the leader of a revolutionary army, and the 
government of the Directory profited more than Napoleon did personally. Jean-Charles Pichegru (1761–1804) 
rose through the ranks to become commander of the Army of the North. He conquered Holland in 1795, but 
was accused—probably truthfully—of accepting bribes from royalist agents and was forced to resign in 1796. 
Elected by the Royalists to the Council of the Five Hundred, under the Directory in 1797, he was soon exiled 
to Guyana after an antiroyalist sweep of the government by Barras. He later escaped to England and soon 
joined in the anti-Bonapartist plots among the émigrés in London. In 1804 he traveled secretly to Paris to take 
part in a British-sponsored plot to kidnap First Consul Bonaparte. Betrayed by a fellow conspirator, Pichegru 
was arrested and emprisoned in the Temple. He was found there, strangled by his own silk scarf; the official 
government report of suicide was never fully accepted. The Marquis de Lafayette’s personal integrity was one 
character trait not even his worst enemies challenged. 
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“In fact,” he told himself, after meditating a long time, “if these Spanish liberals had 
compromised the people’s cause by committing crimes, they would not have been so easily 
swept away. These were arrogant children, and mere talkers...like me!” he suddenly exclaimed, 
as if waking with a start. “What difficult things have I ever done, to give myself the right to 
judge these poor devils, who in the end, once in their lifetimes, actually dared, actually started 
to act? I’m like a man who, rising from the table, cries out: ’I won’t eat dinner, tomorrow; it 
would only keep me from being as strong and happy as I am today.’ Who knows how you’ll 
deal with some grand deed, once it’s under way?...” These lofty thoughts were disturbed by the 
arrival of Mademoiselle de La Mole, who came walking into the library. Julien had gotten so 
excited, admiring the great qualities of Danton, and Mirabeau, and Carnot,12 who had known 
how to escape defeat, that his eyes were checked by Mademoiselle de La Mole’s appearance, 
though he was not thinking of her at all, and barely saw her. When his wide-open eyes realized 
she was there, their glow faded away. Mademoiselle de La Mole noticed it, bitterly. 

It was no good, asking him for a volume of de Vély’s History of France, which was sitting 
as high on the shelves as books could go, and which required Julien to go looking for the taller 
of the two library ladders. He went up the ladder, he found the book, he brought it down to 
her, still without being able to think of her. While putting the ladder back, he was so 
preoccupied that his elbow crashed into one of the glass shelf doors; the shattered pieces, 
falling to the floor, finally woke him up. He apologized to Mademoiselle de La Mole, hurriedly; 
he meant to be polite, but that was all he was. It was obvious to Mathilde that he was 
unsettled, and that, rather than talking to her, he would much prefer to keep thinking about 
whatever had been occupying his mind before she came. She looked at him most carefully, 
then slowly went away. Julien watched her walk off. He took a good deal of pleasure in the 
contrast between how she was dressed at the moment, and her elegant magnificence, the night 
before. The difference between the face she now wore, and the one she’d worn then, was 
almost equally striking. This young woman, who had seemed so haughty at the Duke de Retz’s 
ball, right now looked almost like a suppliant. “Really,” Julien said to himself, “this black dress 
makes her beautiful figure even more apparent. She carries herself like a queen. But why is she 
wearing mourning? 

“But if I ask someone this question, I may just be blundering all over again.” Julien had 
now emerged from the depths of his rapture. “I’ll have to reread the letters I’ve written this 
morning: God only knows all the words I’ve misspelled, and the mistakes I’ll find.” As he read 
over the letters, concentrating hard, he heard just behind him the rustle of a silk dress. He 
turned around rapidly. Mademoiselle de La Mole was no more than two feet away, and she 
laughed. This second interruption annoyed him. 

Mathilde had just become vividly aware that, to this young man, she did not matter a bit. 
She’d laughed in order to hide her embarrassment, and in that she succeeded. 

“You’re obviously thinking the most interesting thoughts, Monsieur Sorel. Might it be 
some strange tale of the conspiracy that sent Count Altamira to us, here in Paris? Tell me, 
please, if that’s what it is; I’m most anxious to know; I’ll be discreet, I promise you!” Hearing 

                                                             
12 Lazare Carnot (1753–1823), revolutionary politician with remarkable survival skills. De facto war minister 
during the Convention and the Directory, he managed to survive his enemies in both governments as well as 
their downfalls. Named minister of war by Bonaparte in 1800, he was too independent to serve as a mere 
figurehead and soon resigned. An imperial senator who frequently opposed Napoleon, he devoted himself to 
scientific study after the Senate was suppressed in 1807. He returned to Napoleon’s service in the last days of 
the Empire and again during the Hundred Days, when he was named minister of interior. Exiled by the 
Bourbons after Waterloo, he died in Prussia. His son and grandson were prominent in French politics, and 
another son was a prominent physicist. 
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herself saying these words, she was stunned. What was happening, that she found herself 
begging favors of an underling! Her embarrassment mounting, she added, lightly: 

“What could have made you, usually so reserved, an inspired creature, a kind of Michael 
Angelo sort of prophet?” 

This sharp, indiscreet query deeply wounded Julien, and his craziness came back. 
“Was Danton right to steal?” he told her rudely, and in a manner that quickly became 

more and more savage. “Should the revolutionaries of Piedmont, of Spain,13 have committed 
crimes that compromised the people? Should they have given even totally unworthy people all 
the commissions in the army, and all the medals? Wouldn’t the people wearing these medals 
have worried that the king might retake his throne? Should they have let the hordes loose, on 
the treasures of Turin? In short, mademoiselle,” he said, coming over to her, his face 
frightening to behold, “must the man who wants to eliminate ignorance and crime from the 
earth—must he sweep across the earth like a hurricane and do evil however it happens to take 
place?” 

Mathilde was afraid, unable to endure the way he was looking at her; she stepped two 
paces back. She glanced at him for just a moment, and then, ashamed of her fear, she left the 
library, walking with light unconcern. 

                                                             
13 Refers to the failed liberal uprisings in both countries in the early 1820s. 
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Chapter Ten: Queen Marguerite 

Love! What madness won’t you descend to, in order to bring us pleasure? 
—Letters of a Portuguese Nun1 

Julien reread his letters. When the dinner bell was heard: “How ridiculous I must have 
seemed, to this Parisian doll,” he said to himself. “What idiocy to tell her what I was actually 
thinking! Speaking the truth, here, was truly worthy of me. 

“But why come and ask me such private questions? She was acting most indiscreetly. It’s 
bad manners. My thoughts on Danton are no part of the work her father pays me for.” 

Coming into the dining room, Julien’s ill humor was shunted to the side, seeing 
Mademoiselle de La Mole wearing such deep mourning, which was all the more remarkable 
because no one else in the family was wearing black. 

After dinner, he realized that the flooding enthusiasm he had felt the entire day had 
completely left him. Luckily, the academician who knew Latin had been dining with them. 
“Here’s a man who wouldn’t likely make fun of me,” Julien told himself, “if, as I suspect it is, 
asking Mademoiselle de La Mole about her mourning would be a stupid blunder.” 

Mathilde had been looking at him very strangely. “Here, then, is female flirtatiousness, 
Parisian style, exactly as Madame de Rênal described it for me,” he told himself. “I wasn’t 
pleasant to her this morning. I didn’t give in to the silly notion of having a chat with her. And 
that made her think better of me. I have no doubt there’ll be the devil to pay on that score! 
Later on, her arrogant contempt will know exactly how to take vengeance. Let her do her 
worst. How different she is from the woman I’ve lost. What natural charm that was! What 
innocence! I knew her thoughts before she did, I saw them as they were being born. The only 
enemy I had, in her heart, was the fear that her children might die. It was rational, natural 
affection, kind and gentle even for me, though it made me suffer. I’ve been a fool. The ideas I’d 
formed about Paris stopped me from appreciating that sublime woman. 

“God in heaven, what a difference! What do I find here? Dry, arrogant vanity, every shade 
of narcissism, and nothing more.” 

The diners rose from the table. “Let’s not have anyone else snaring my academician,” 
Julien said to himself. He went over to him, as they were going into the garden, took on a 
pleasant, dutiful air, and shared his fury at the success of Victor Hugo’s modernist drama, 
Hernani.2 

“If only we still lived in the era when bad art could be banned!...” he said. 
“Then Hugo would never have dared,” exclaimed the academician, with a gesture worthy 

of the great tragedian, Talma. 
As they were discussing flowers, Julien quoted lines from Virgil’s Georgica, and affirmed 

that nothing was so fine as the tame, mediocre verse of Jacques Delille. In short, he flattered 
the academician right and left. This accomplished, he noted, most casually: “I dare say 
Mademoiselle de La Mole has had some money from a deceased uncle, for whom she’s wearing 
mourning.” 

“Ha! You live in this house,” said the academician, suddenly interrupting their stroll, “and 
you don’t know how crazy she is? Really, it’s most peculiar that her mother allows her to do 

                                                             
1 The title of a novel by Diderot (1713–84) that does not contain the quotation given. 
2 The premiére of Victor Hugo’s play (1830), which flouted the rules of classical French drama, caused such 
controversy that there were rhetorical feuds in the newspapers—and at least one brawl—between Romantics 
and the defenders of classicism. Seen as a manifesto of Romanticism, the play greatly offended conservatives, 
like those of the Académie Francaise. 



Chapter Ten: Queen Marguerite 
 

 

such things.” He resumed their walk. “But it’s not exactly by strength of character that one 
shines, in this household. Mademoiselle de La Mole has enough of that for the whole lot of 
them, and leads them around by their noses. Today is the thirtieth of April!” And he stopped, 
once more, looking at Julien and smiling ironically. Julien smiled as knowingly as he could. 

“But what connection can there possibly be,” he said to himself, “between making 
marionettes out of everyone in the house, and wearing a black dress, and the thirtieth of April? 
I must be even denser than I’d supposed.” 

“I confess...” he told the academician, pursuing the question with the look in his eyes. 
“Let’s walk in the garden,” said the academician, delighted, sensing the opportunity for 

telling a long, elegant tale. “Really! Is it actually possible you don’t know what happened on 
the thirtieth of April, in 1574?”3 

“Where?” asked Julien, amazed. 
“In the Place de Grève.” 
Julien was so perplexed that the name meant nothing to him. Curiosity, and the prospect 

of a fine tragic story—so deeply in harmony with his own nature—made his eyes sparkle in 
exactly the way a storyteller loves to see, in his listener’s expression. Delighted to have found a 
virgin ear, the academician unwound a long tale about how, on the thirtieth of April, 1574, the 
handsomest young man of that time, Boniface de La Mole,4 along with Annibal de Coconasso, 
a gentleman of Piedmont, and de La Mole’s friend, had been beheaded in the Place de Grève. 
De La Mole had been the adored lover of Queen Marguerite de Navarre—”and note,” added 
the academician, “that Mademoiselle de La Mole’s name is Mathilde-Marguerite. Young de La 
Mole was also the Duke d’Alençon’s5 favorite, and the King of Navarre’s close friend—his 
mistress’s husband, afterward Henry IV. On the day of Mardi Gras, in 1574, the royal court was 
at Saint-Germain, with poor King Charles IX, who was dying. De La Mole wanted to rescue his 
friends, the royal princes, held captive at the court by Queen Catherine de Médici. He brought 
two hundred horsemen to the very walls of Saint-Germain, the Duke d’Alençon was 
frightened, and de La Mole was thrown to the executioner. 

“But what so deeply touches Mademoiselle de La Mole, as she told me herself, seven or 
eight years ago, when she was twelve—because she has a mind, a mind!...” And the 
academician raised his eyes toward heaven. “What struck her the most, about this political 

                                                             
3 The story of Boniface de La Mole (or La Molle) is set against the turbulent era of the Wars of Religion, or 
Wars of the League, in the second half of the sixteenth century. These complicated political circumstances 
merit some explanation. At the death of Henri II in 1559, Catherine de Médici wielded enormous influence 
during the reigns of her three sons. Francis II (born 1544, reigned 1559–60), married Mary, Queen of Scots. He 
was succeeded by Charles IX (born 1550), who at his mother’s urging ordered the Saint Bartholomew’s Day 
Massacre—August 24, 1572—when agents of the king murdered a great number of Huguenot nobles gathered 
in Paris for the marriage of Marguerite de Valois to Henri, King of Navarre (the future Henri IV of France [ see 
note for p. 282, l. 1]). This act of calculated mass murder further inflamed the Wars of Religion. Charles died in 
1574, and the throne passed to the third brother, Henri III (1551–89), who acknowledged his Protestant cousin 
Henri de Navarre as his heir presumptive. This enraged many Catholics who, under the leadership of the 
Duke de Guise, formed the Holy League (Sainte Ligue) to prevent Henri de Navarre’s accession. Henri III 
himself was assassinated in 1589. Henri de Navarre became Henri IV of France, after converting to 
Catholicism. 
4 Joseph de Boniface, seigneur de La Mole, was, according to legend, one of Queen Marguerite’s many lovers, 
and was executed with his friend Annibal Coconasso in the Place de la Grève on April 30, 1574. Marguerite de 
Valois became immortalized by Alexandre Dumas’s 1845 novel, La Reine Margot. Henri had their marriage 
annulled in 1599. 
5 the fourth son of Henri II and Catherine de Médici; it was his death in 1584 that lead Henri III to name Henri 
de Navarre his heir. 
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catastrophe, is that Queen Marguerite de Navarre, hidden in a house on Place de Grève, dared 
to ask the executioner for her lover’s head. And the next night, at midnight, she took the head 
in her carriage, and she herself buried it in a chapel at the foot of Montmartre Hill.” 

“Really?” exclaimed Julien, moved. 
“Mademoiselle de La Mole is scornful of her brother, since as you’ve seen he has no 

interest whatever in all this ancient history, and never puts on mourning for the thirtieth of 
April. Ever since this famous execution, and in order to commemorate de La Mole’s close 
friendship with Coconasso—who, being Italian, was named Annibal—every man in the de La 
Mole family bears that name. And,” added the academician, lowering his voice, “this 
Coconasso, according to Charles IX himself, was one of the most savage of all the murderers, 
in the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacres of twenty-four August, 1572...But how can it be 
possible, my dear Sorel, that you’ve not known these things, you who live in this house?” 

“You’ve just explained to me why, twice, at dinner tonight, Mademoiselle de La Mole 
called her brother Annibal. I thought I’d misheard her.” 

“She was scolding him. What odd tricks she plays!” 
He followed these remarks with five or six ironical observations. Julien was shocked by 

the glow of high intimacy in the academician’s eyes. “Here we have two servants being 
malicious about our masters,” he thought. But nothing this academic might say would have 
surprised him. 

One day, Julien had stumbled on him, down on his knees in front of the Marquise de La 
Mole, begging that a nephew of his, who lived in the provinces, be given a collectorship of the 
tobacco tax. And that night, a young chambermaid of Mathilde’s who, just like Elisa, had been 
wooing him, put in his head the idea that her mistress’s mourning garb was not at all a way of 
getting attention. This extremely queer notion reached right to the depths of his soul. 
Mathilde actually loved the long-dead de La Mole, dearly beloved of the most intelligent queen 
of her time, and a man who had died while trying to liberate his friends. And what friends! The 
first Prince of the Blood, and the future King Henry IV. 

Accustomed to the perfect simplicity that glowed in everything Madame de Rênal said 
and did, all Julien had seen in Parisian women was affectation; and, whenever his mood was 
melancholic, he had nothing to say to them. Mademoiselle de La Mole was an exception. 

He began to understand that the standard for beauty, as he could observe it among 
aristocratic women, did not necessarily involve coldness of heart. He had long after-dinner 
conversations with Mademoiselle de La Mole, who would sometimes walk in the garden with 
him, by the drawing room’s open windows. She told him, one day, that she was reading 
d’Aubigné’s history, and the stories of Brantôme.6 “What strange things for her to read,” 
thought Julien, “when the marquise won’t let her have Walter Scott’s novels!”7 

One day she told him, her eyes gleaming with pleasure—showing how sincerely she 
admired it—the tale of what a young woman had done, in the days of Henry III. She had just 
been reading the story, in l’Etoile’s Memoirs: finding her husband unfaithful, the young 
woman had stabbed him. 

                                                             
6 Théodore-Agrippa d’Aubigné (1552–1630) was a Huguenot nobleman, historian, and poet; a friend of Henri 
de Navarre, he escaped the Saint Bartholomew’s massacre only by chance. Pierre de Bourdeilles, seigneur de 
Brantôme (ca. 1540–1614), was a soldier who turned to writing; he is most famous for his Memories and his 
Lives of Gallant Ladies, both of which are rich with frank anecdotes about life at the Valois courts. Both authors 
confirm the liaison of Marguerite and Boniface. 
7 The historical novels of Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832)—Ivanhoe, et al.—enjoyed immense popularity in France, 
contributing to the vogue of historical novels and plays in France. 
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Julien’s vanity was flattered. A woman raised in an environment so full of honor and 
respect, and someone who, according to the academician, led her whole family around by their 
noses, had thought it worthwhile to talk to him, and in a way that came rather close to 
friendliness. 

“No, I was wrong,” he thought, later on. “This isn’t intimacy. All I am is someone to whom 
she can tell this tragedy: she needs to speak about it. I’m considered a scholar, in this family. 
Well, I’m going to read Brantôme, d’Aubigné, l’Etoile.8 Then I’ll be able to argue about some of 
these stories Mademoiselle de La Mole’s been telling me. I want to stop playing this role of 
passive confidant.” 

Gradually, these conversations with the girl—who carried herself with such a sense of 
importance, and at the same time with such ease—became more interesting. He forgot his 
sorrowful role as a working-class revolutionary. He found her knowledgeable, and even 
rational. The opinions she held, in the garden, were very different from those she exhibited in 
the drawing room. At times she showed him an enthusiasm, and an openness, that were in 
absolute contrast to her usual manner, so lofty and so cold. 

“Those sixteenth-century Wars of the League are France’s heroic era,” she was saying to 
him one day, her eyes glittering with intelligence and spirit. “Everyone was fighting for 
something they wanted, trying to make their party triumphant, and not just to ploddingly earn 
a medal, the way they did in your emperor’s time. You’ll surely agree there was less egoism, 
and less pettiness. I love that time.” 

“And Boniface de La Mole was its hero,” he said. 
“At least he was loved, as perhaps it’s sweet to be loved. What woman alive today 

wouldn’t be horrified to touch her lover’s chopped-off head?” 
Madame de La Mole called to her daughter. To be useful, hypocrisy must be hidden, and 

Julien, as we have seen, had made Mademoiselle de La Mole more or less a confidante of his 
Napoleon worship. 

Now alone in the garden: “There’s the huge advantage they have over us,” Julien told 
himself. “Their ancestors’ history lifts them above vulgar feelings, and they don’t always have 
to focus on where their bread is coming from! What misery!” he added, bitterly. “I’m not 
worthy of thinking about these great matters. My life is nothing but a succession of 
hypocrisies, because I haven’t got an income of a thousand francs, with which to buy my 
bread.” 

“And what are you dreaming about, sir?” asked Mathilde, who had come running back. 
Julien was tired of self-contempt. His pride led him to tell her, frankly, the thoughts he’d 

been having. It made him blush quite violently, speaking of his poverty to someone so very 
rich. He tried to make clear, by his proud tone, that he was not asking for a thing. Mathilde 
had never thought him so handsome; his expression conveyed a sensitivity and an openness 
he’d often lacked. 

Less than a month later, Julien was walking, intensely thoughtful, in the de La Mole 
garden; his face no longer bore the hardness, the philosophic arrogance, imprinted on it by 
long-continued feelings of inferiority. He had just brought Mademoiselle de La Mole to the 
drawing room door: she was claiming to have hurt her foot, running with her brother. 

“She leaned on my arm in such a peculiar way!” Julien said to himself. “Am I an arrogant 
puppy, or can she really have taken a liking to me? She listens to me so sweetly, even when I’m 
telling her what suffering my pride causes me! She, who’s so haughty with everyone! They’d be 

                                                             
8 Pierre de l’Etoile (1546–1611), a Parisian bourgeois, left a detailed diary of his time. 
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truly startled, in the drawing room, if they could see that look on her face. That sweetness, 
that goodness, isn’t something she ever shows, not to anybody.” 

Julien tried not to exaggerate this odd friendship. He described it to himself as a 
relationship at gunpoint. Every day, when they found themselves together again, and before 
they could resume the previous night’s almost intimate tone, they virtually had to ask 
themselves: “Will we be friends today, or enemies?” Julien was very well aware that, if he ever 
let himself be insulted, with impunity, by this haughty girl, everything was all over. “If I have 
to quarrel with her, wouldn’t it be better, in a proper defense of my pride, if I started it, instead 
of just repelling the signs of contempt that, surely, will follow right behind the very smallest 
surrender of my personal dignity?” 

Several times, when they were not in good moods, Mathilde tried to play the great lady 
with him. She made these attempts with rare skill, but Julien roughly pushed them aside. 

One day he interrupted her sharply: “Has Mademoiselle de La Mole some order to 
transmit to her father’s secretary?” he said. “He is obliged to obey the marquis’s orders, and to 
respectfully carry them out. But, otherwise, the marquis’s secretary has nothing to say to 
mademoiselle. He is not paid to communicate his thoughts to her.” 

This kind of behavior, and his strange doubts, drove away the boredom once so regularly 
afflicting him, in that resplendent drawing room where he’d been afraid of everything, and 
where it had never felt proper to joke about anything. 

“It would be a good joke, if she loved me! But whether she does or she doesn’t,” Julien 
went on, “I have for my friend a girl who’s intelligent, in front of whom the whole house 
trembles, and most of all the Marquis de Croisenois—that infinitely polished young man, so 
gentle, so courageous, who has all the advantages of birth and fortune, either one of which 
would put my heart so completely at ease! He’s wildly in love; he’ll surely marry her. Just 
consider all the letters Monsieur de La Mole has had me write to the lawyers on both sides, to 
settle the terms of the marriage contract! And I, who see myself so much the underling, with 
my pen in my hand, here I am, two hours later, in the garden again, victorious over this fine, 
good young man—for her preference is striking, utterly plain to see. And perhaps she dislikes 
him as a possible husband. She’s arrogant enough for that. And all the kindnesses she shows 
me, they come to me in my role as an employee-confidant! 

“But no: Either I’m crazy, or she’s paying court to me. The colder and more respectful I 
am to her, the more she comes looking for me. It might be a pretense, an affectation—but I 
can see her eyes light up when I appear without warning. Do Parisian women know how to go 
that far, with their game-playing? But what difference does it make to me! Here I’ve got all the 
appearances: let’s savor them. And Lord, how pretty she is! How I relish those big blue eyes, 
seen so close, and looking at me as they often do! What a difference between this spring and 
last year’s, in Besançon, when I was miserable and sustained myself only by force of character, 
in the middle of three hundred nasty, dirty hypocrites! I was almost as nasty as they were.” 

When he fell victim to mistrust: “She’s making fun of me, that girl,” Julien would think. 
“She and her brother have made a pact to bamboozle me. But she really seems to despise her 
brother’s listlessness! ‘He’s courageous, and that’s all he is,’ she told me. ‘He hasn’t got a single 
thought bold enough to defy fashion! I am always required to defend him. I’m a girl, I’m only 
nineteen! How can I be forever faithful, day after day, to the hypocrisy they demand of us?’ 

“On the other hand, when Mademoiselle de La Mole looks so fixedly at me, with that 
strange expression in her big blue eyes, Count Norbert always looks away. That strikes me as 
suspicious. Shouldn’t he be indignant if his sister so honors a household servant? And I’ve 
heard the Duke de Chaulnes talk of me that way.” Remembering this, anger replaced every 
other feeling. “Is that peculiar old duke just crazy about old-fashioned ways of speech? 
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“Lord, Lord, but she’s pretty!” Julien resumed, a tigerish look on his face. “I’ll have her, I’ll 
leave afterward, and anyone who chases after me had better watch out!” 

He became preoccupied with the idea; he was unable to think of anything else. Days went 
by, for him, as if they’d been hours. 

Over and over, as he tried to focus on some serious business, his mind would let 
everything else fall away, and for a quarter of an hour he’d be lost in dreams, his heart beating 
hard, his head hurting, and always wondering about the exact same thing: “Does she really 
love me?” 
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Chapter Eleven: A Young Girl’s Imperial Dominion 

I admire her beauty, but I’m afraid of her mind. 
—Mérimée1 

Had Julien tried to analyze what went on in the drawing room, with the same intensity 
with which he set himself to dramatizing her beauty, or getting himself excited about the 
family’s natural arrogance—which she put aside for him—he would have understood how she 
ruled over everyone around her. The moment anyone displeased Mademoiselle de La Mole, 
she knew exactly how to strike back with a jest so carefully calculated, so well chosen, so 
apparently decent and decorous, hurled with such perfect timing, that the wound kept 
growing worse and worse, the more the victim thought about it. Bit by bit, she would become 
increasingly destructive of the offending party’s self-esteem. Since she had absolutely no 
interest in most of the things so very seriously sought by the rest of the family, to them she 
seemed forever cool and calm. Aristocratic drawing rooms are pleasant to discuss, when you’ve 
escaped from them, but that’s about all: sheer politeness, never progressing beyond politeness, 
is worth very little after first meetings. Julien had experienced this, too, after an initial 
enchantment, an initial surprise. “Politeness,” he told himself, “is merely the absence of that 
anger which creates bad manners.” Mathilde was frequently bored; it may well have been that 
she would have been bored wherever she was. Accordingly, honing an epigram was for her 
both a distraction and a genuine pleasure. 

It may have been in order to have victims a bit more amusing than her grandparents, the 
academician, and the five or six underlings who composed their court, that she had 
encouraged the Marquis de Croisenois, Count de Caylus, and two or three other young men of 
the highest rank. All they were to her was new targets for epigrams. 

It pains us to admit, since we love Mathilde, that she had received letters from several of 
these young men, and had sometimes replied to them. We hasten to add that, in so doing, she 
was an exception to the rules of her time. Lack of prudence is not usually ascribable to young 
women who have been students at the noble Convent of the Sacred Heart of Jesus.2 

One day, the Marquis de Croisenois sent her back a significantly compromising letter 
that, the previous night, she had written him. This demonstration of great prudence seemed to 
him quite helpful, as a way of furthering his cause. But recklessness was what Mathilde liked in 
her correspondence. She took real pleasure in games of that sort. She did not speak to him 
again for a full six weeks. 

These young men’s letters amused her, but according to her they were all alike, always 
heavy with “the most profound passion,” with “infinite melancholy.”3 

“They’re each and all the same perfect man, ready to leave on another Crusade,” she said 
to her cousin, Mademoiselle de Sainte-Hérédité. “Have you ever seen anything more insipid? 
And these are the letters I’m going to receive, all the rest of my life! Letters like this can only 
change every twenty years, when the world changes to a new way of keeping itself busy. 
Letters had to be less colorless, in the days of Napoleon. All young aristocrats, back then, had 

                                                             
1 Prosper Mérimée (1803–70), one of the great French writers of the nineteenth century, was known especially 
for his short stories. He and Stendhal met in the late 1820s and became close friends. 
2 A fashionable Paris convent school for aristocratic girls. 
3 Clichés of Romantic literature, especially after Châteaubriand’s immensely popular short novels, René and 
Atala, which Stendhal despised. 
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seen or been involved in really grand deeds. My uncle, the Duke of N———, was at the Battle 
of Wagram.”4 

“What has force of character got to do with swinging a saber? And when they do it, 
they’re always talking about it!” said her cousin. 

“Well! I like those stories. To be in a genuine battle, one of Napoleon’s, where ten 
thousand soldiers were killed, that really tests your courage. Exposing yourself to danger lifts 
the soul, preserves it from the boredom in which, alas, my poor worshipers are immersed. And 
boredom is contagious. Have they ever thought of doing anything extraordinary? They’re 
trying to win me: now there’s a wonderful adventure! I’m rich, and my father will push his son-
in-law. Ah, if only my father could find me, instead, someone who was just a tiny bit amusing!” 

As you can see, Mathilde’s way of looking at things, lively, candid, picturesque, had a bad 
effect on how she talked. Her remarks often seemed to her exceedingly polite friends in rather 
poor taste. Had she been less in fashion, they might almost have said that her way of talking 
was a bit overcolored to be true feminine delicacy. 

For her part, she was certainly unfair to the handsome cavaliers who filled the Bois de 
Boulogne.5 She did not look to the future with terror—that would phrase it too forcefully—but 
with a disgust distinctly rare at her age. 

What could she hope for? Wealth, noble birth, intelligence, beauty, all had been heaped 
on her by the hands of Fate, or so people said to her, and so she believed. 

So this was how she thought, she who was the most envied heiress of the Faubourg Saint-
German, at the time when she began to take pleasure in walking with Julien. His pride amazed 
her; she admired the shrewdness of this petty bourgeois. Just as Father Maury had done, she 
assured herself, he’d know how to make himself a bishop. 

During these walks, the fashion in which our hero criticized some of her ideas, his honest, 
earnest opposition, soon began to preoccupy her; she thought about what he said; she told her 
cousin every little detail of their conversations, though she found herself unable to do justice 
to their full flavor. 

And suddenly an idea flashed on her: “I’m lucky enough to be in love,” she told herself, in 
an incredible ecstatic joy. “I’m in love, I’m in love, I am, I am! A young girl at my age, beautiful, 
spirited, where could I find such emotion, except in love? There’s no point even trying, I could 
never fall in love with Croisenois, Caylus, and all the others. They’re perfect, maybe too 
perfect, but—in a word—they all bore me.” 

She reviewed in her head all the descriptions of passion she’d read in Manon Lescaut, in 
La Nouvelle Héloïse, in The Letters of a Portuguese Nun, etc., etc.6 Of course, it could only be a 
grand passion: a frivolous love was unworthy of a girl her age, a girl of her birth. For her, the 
only thing that deserved the name love was the heroic emotion occurring, in the whole of 
French history, during the days of Henry III and of Bassompierre, Richelieu’s antagonist. Such 
love never wavered, vulgarly, when it met with obstacles: quite to the contrary, obstacles led to 

                                                             
4 One of Napoleon’s last significant victories was the Battle of Wagram, fought against Austria in 1809. The 
subsequent truce with Austria led to Napoleon’s marriage with Archduchess Maria Louisa von Hapsburg. 
5 Then on the outskirts of Paris, these woods were a fashionable place to ride (and to see and be seen) for the 
Parisian élite. 
6 Manon Lescaut, by the abbé Prévost, Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse, and Diderot’s Lettres d’une religieuse 
portugaise were all eighteenth-century novels with vague reputations for immorality, especially among 
conservatives like the La Moles. 
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truly great deeds. “How wretched that there’s no real court, like Catherine de Médici’s7 or 
Louis XIII’s!8 I think I could do anything, no matter how bold, no matter how grand. What 
wouldn’t I do if a passionate king, like Louis XIII, were sighing at my feet! I’d lead him straight 
into that peasant revolt, the Vendée,9 as Baron de Tully always says, and he’d go on from there, 
he’d reconquer his whole kingdom, there’d be an end to any more Constitutions10...and Julien 
would help me. What is he missing? Name and fortune. He’d make himself a name, he’d win 
himself a fortune. 

“Croisenois isn’t missing anything. For the rest of his life, all he’ll be is a sort of right-wing 
duke, a sort of liberal, a wobbly-minded man, forever avoiding extremes, and as a result, 
forever coming in second. 

“What great deed isn’t extreme when it’s first begun? Only when it’s been accomplished 
can it seem possible in the eyes of ordinary men. Yes—it has to be love, with all its miracles, 
that now will rule my heart: I feel its quickening fire. Heaven owes me this sign of favor. My 
happiness will be worthy of me. The days of my life will no longer, one by one, each coldly 
resemble the one before it. There’s already grandeur, and true audacity, in daring to love 
someone so far beneath me in social standing. We’ll see: Will he continue to deserve me? The 
first time I see weakness in him, I’ll give him up. A girl of my birth, and with the courtly nature 
they’ve been good enough to concede me [this was one of her father’s favorite expressions] 
must not behave like an idiot. 

“And isn’t that the role I’d be playing if I loved the Marquis de Croisenois? I would be 
nothing more than a new edition of my cousins, for whom I feel such utter contempt. I know 
in advance everything the poor marquis would say to me, everything I’d then have to say to 
him. What kind of love makes you yawn? You might as well be pious and devout. There’d be 
the same kind of ceremony my youngest cousin had, when her marriage contract was signed, 
with all the grandparents there—unless they’d been upset by some clause the lawyer for the 
other side had put, in the night before.” 

                                                             
7 Wife of Henri II and mother of three kings of France (see note for p. 289, ll. 9–10). She was said to have brought 
the culture of the Renaissance to the French court. Her legend as a cruel, manipulative, almost witchlike figure 
began in her own lifetime. 
8 Louis’s court was a constant center of intrigues both political and amorous. 
9 An Atlantic coastal region just south of Brittany that was a center of counterrevolutionary insurrection. 
Motivated by deep Catholicism and funded by émigrés in England, as many as forty thousand, mostly 
peasant, Vendéens formed a “catholic and royal army,” which conducted a fierce guerrilla war against the 
revolutionary government from 1793 to 1796, with flare-ups in 1799 and 1815. 
10 The Charte, or Constitution, of 1815 was a thorn in the side of the ultras despite the fact that they maintained 
power under it. 
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Chapter Twelve: Will he be another Danton? 

A craving for excitement: that was my aunt’s nature, the beautiful Marguerite de Valois, who soon married 
the King of Navarre, now ruling France as Henry IVth. Gambling was the basic underlying, but secret, force 
in this likable princess’ character, as it had been in all the quarrels and the reconciliations she’d had with her 
brothers, from the age of sixteen on. Now, with what can a young girl gamble? With her most precious 
possession, her reputation, the thing she must look after for her entire life. 
—Duke D’Angouleme, Natural Son of Charles IX, Memoirs1 
“There will be no signing a contract, for Julien and me, no lawyers: it’s all heroic, 

everything open to chance. Except for noble status, which he lacks, this is exactly Marguerite 
de Valois’s love for the young de La Mole, the most distinguished man of his time. Is it my 
fault that the young men of the court are such intense partisans of acceptability, starting to 
shake at the very idea of anything even a little bit different? To them, a little trip to Greece, or 
to Africa, is the height of daring, and even then they only know how to march in step with 
everyone else. The minute they’re alone, they’re afraid—not of a Bedouin’s spear, but of being 
made to look ridiculous, and that fear drives them crazy. 

“My little Julien, on the other hand, only likes to act by himself. This privileged creature 
never so much as thinks of seeking support or assistance from others! He despises everyone, 
which is why I don’t despise him. 

“If Julien were noble, poor as he is, my love would be nothing but vulgar stupidity, an act 
of out-and-out miscegenation. I want nothing of the kind; it would have none of the qualities 
of a grand passion, none of the immense difficulties to be conquered, and the black 
uncertainty of what might come.” 

Mademoiselle de La Mole was so preoccupied with this fine chain of reasoning that, the 
next day, not thinking what she was saying, she praised Julien to the Marquis de Croisenois 
and her brother. Her eloquence soared so high that they grew annoyed. 

“Watch out for that young fellow, with all that energy,” exclaimed her brother. “If the 
Revolution ever starts up again, he’ll have every one of us guillotined.” 

She stopped herself from answering, and quickly began to tease both her brother and the 
Marquis de Croisenois about how afraid they were of anything or anyone energetic. At bottom, 
this was simply fear of encountering the unexpected, the terror of falling short in its 
presence.... 

“Always, gentlemen, always, this same fear of ridicule—a monster which, unluckily, died 
in 1816.” 

“There is no more ridicule,” Monsieur de La Mole liked to say, “not in a country where 
there are only two parties.” 

His daughter had grasped the idea. 
“And so, gentlemen,” she said to Julien’s enemies, “you’ll have lived your whole lives in 

great fear, and afterward they’ll tell you: 
“It wasn’t a wolf, but just its shadow.” 
Mathilde soon walked away. Her brother’s words had filled her with horror. He’d left her 

very much worried; but by the next day, she saw it as the most handsome of compliments. 
“In this nineteenth century, when all energy has died, Julien’s makes them afraid. I’ll tell 

him what my brother said; I want to see his response. But I’ll pick a moment when his eyes are 
gleaming. He won’t lie to me, then. 

                                                             
1 Charles de Valois (1573–1650). 
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“He’ll be a Danton!” she added, after a long, vague reverie. “Well! So the Revolution starts 
up again. What roles will Croisenois and my brother be playing? It’s been written out in 
advance: sublime resignation. They’ll be heroic sheep, they’ll let themselves be swallowed up 
without a word. Their only fear, as they die, will still be to do everything in good taste. My 
little Julien would blow out the brains of the Jacobin who comes to arrest him, no matter how 
small his hope of getting away. He’s not afraid of being in bad taste, not him.” 

This last observation made her thoughtful; it roused painful memories and wiped away all 
her boldness. It brought back the jests of Messieurs de Caylus, de Croisenois, de Luz, and her 
brother. These gentlemen had unanimously reproved Julien for his priestly airs: humble and 
hypocritical. 

“But,” she suddenly responded, her eyes bright with happiness, “the bitterness and 
frequency of these jests proves that, despite themselves, he’s the most distinguished man we’ve 
seen all winter. What do his faults matter, his absurdities? He has grandeur, and they’re 
shocked by it, these young men so good and so forgiving in other respects. He’s poor, yes, and 
he’s studied to be a priest; they’re squadron chiefs, and they don’t need to study anything. It’s 
all very easy, for them. 

“For all the drawbacks of his eternal black suit, and his priestlike expression—which he 
truly needs, the poor boy, to keep from dying of hunger—what makes them afraid is how fine 
he is. It couldn’t be more obvious. And that priestly look, he doesn’t have it anymore, once 
we’ve been alone together for even a moment. And when these gentlemen say something that 
seems to them subtle and unexpected, don’t they immediately look toward Julien? I’ve often 
seen it. And still they know very well that he never speaks to them unless they ask him a 
question. He only speaks to me, he thinks I have a noble soul. When they object to something, 
he says only enough to be polite. Then he quickly turns respectful. But he talks to me for 
hours, and he doesn’t insist when I have even a slight objection. And all winter long, there 
haven’t been any duels: it’s only by his words that he’s been drawing attention to himself. And 
my father, a superior man who’s doing wonderful things for the family fortune, he respects 
Julien. Everybody else hates him, but no one despises him, except my mother’s pious friends.” 

Count de Caylus had, or pretended to have, a great passion for horses; he spent his life in 
his stables, and often had his lunch there. This great passion, together with his habit of never 
laughing, made him highly regarded among his friends: he was the eagle of their little circle. 

The next day, when they met behind Madame de La Mole’s easy chair, Julien not being 
present, Monsieur de Caylus, supported by de Croisenois and by Norbert, strongly criticized 
Mademoiselle de La Mole’s high opinion of Julien, without any preliminaries, and virtually at 
the moment he saw her. She knew at once what he was up to, and found it delightful. 

“There they are, all banded together,” she said to herself, “against a man of genius who 
doesn’t have an income of thirty francs, and who can only answer them when they ask him a 
question. They’re afraid of what’s under that black suit. How would it be if he wore 
epaulettes?” 

Her wit had never shone so brightly. As her attack got under way, she showered de Caylus 
and his allies with sarcastic jests. When their witty counterfire had been thoroughly snuffed 
out: 

“If, tomorrow, some gentlemanly country bumpkin, in the Franche-Comté mountains, 
were to make it known that Julien is his natural child, and give him his name and some 
thousands of francs, in six weeks he’d have mustaches exactly like yours, gentlemen; in six 
months he’d be a cavalry officer, exactly like you, gentlemen. And then the grandeur of his 
character would no longer be subject to your ridicule. I can imagine you forced to retreat, 
Monsieur Duke-to-be, to this old and empty argument: the superiority of court nobility to 
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provincial nobility. But where would you stand if I were wicked enough to push you still 
further, if I were spiteful enough to make Julien’s newly discovered father a Spanish duke,2 a 
prisoner of war in Besançon, dating from Napoleon’s time, and who, motivated by his 
conscience, recognized his son on his deathbed?” 

These suggestions of illegitimate birth seemed to Messieurs de Caylus and de Croisenois 
in very poor taste. That was all they saw in Mathilde’s argument. 

However dominated by his sister Norbert might be, her remarks had been so plain that he 
assumed a very sober tone, though it went quite poorly, it must be admitted, with his 
laughing, pleasant face. He risked a few words to her. 

“Are you ill, my dear?” Mathilde answered him, appearing pertly serious. “You must really 
feel poorly, to answer jests with moralities. 

“Moralities, from you! Are you looking for a post as a district governor?” Mathilde soon 
forgot Count de Caylus’s irritation, Norbert’s sulky mood, and the silent despair of Monsieur 
de Croisenois. She’d made up her mind about a fateful idea just now gripping her soul. 

“Julien is basically honest with me,” she said to herself. “At his age, obliged to be an 
underling, miserably driven as he is by astonishing ambition, he needs a lover. Perhaps I can 
be the one. But I see no sign of love in him. Reckless and bold as he is, he would surely have 
told me, had he been in love.” 

This uncertainty, and the debate within herself, which from then on constantly occupied 
her mind, and which acquired new arguments every time Julien spoke to her, completely 
dispelled the periods of boredom to which she had been so vulnerable. 

As the daughter of a man of sense and sensibility, who might become a government 
minister and give its wooded lands back to the Church, Mademoiselle de La Mole had been the 
subject of extraordinary flattery, at the Sacred Heart of Jesus convent. This was a misfortune 
never redressed: she’d been persuaded that, because of all her advantages of birth, of fortune, 
etc., she ought to be happier than other people. This is the source of princes’ boredom, and of 
all their foolishness. 

Mathilde had never escaped the deadly effect of such ideas. No matter how intelligent a 
child may be, it cannot be capable, at age ten, of overcoming the flattery of an entire convent, 
especially when so apparently well founded. 

The moment she’d decided she loved Julien, she was no longer bored. She felt self-
congratulatory, every day, at having decided to throw herself into a great love affair. “This kind 
of amusement contains a good many risks,” she thought. “So much the better! A thousand 
times better! 

“Without a grand passion, I’d be languishing from boredom, right at the most beautiful 
time in my life, these years from sixteen to twenty. I’ve already lost the most beautiful of those 
years, compelled to take my only pleasure from listening to my mothers’ friends and their 
idiotic chatter. They weren’t anything like so rigid and moralistic as they are today, from what 
I’ve heard, back in 1792, at Coblenz.”3 

While Mathilde was struggling with these intense doubts, Julien was bewildered by the 
long, lingering glances she lavished on him. He was experiencing vastly increased coldness 
from Count Norbert, and new onslaughts of arrogance from Messieurs de Caylus, de Luz, and 
de Croisenois. He was used to that. Sometimes it happened on days when, the evening before, 
he’d been more brilliant than suited his position. Without the unusual reception Mathilde 

                                                             
2 Many Spanish noblemen, including most of the royal family, were Napoleon’s prisoners after he invaded the 
Iberian peninsula in 1808. 
3 Coblenz, Germany, was the center of the émigré community in the early years of the Revolution. The so-
called Army of the Princes, led by Louis XVI’s brother and cousins, was headquartered at Coblenz. 
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gave him, and the curiosity inspired in him by this entire circle of young aristocrats, he would 
have refrained from following the shining young fellows with mustaches into the garden, after 
dinner, as they went walking with Mademoiselle de la Mole. 

“Yes, I can’t possibly ignore it,” Julien told himself. “Mademoiselle de La Mole looks at me 
so very strangely. Yet even when those beautiful blue eyes are fixed on me, wide with utmost 
abandon, I always see a basically analytical stance, a cool calmness, and a maliciousness. Can 
these really be expressions of love? How differently Madame de Rênal looked at me!” 

After dinner, once, having first followed Monsieur de La Mole into his office room, Julien 
hurried back down to the garden. As he came close to the group around Mathilde, without 
warning he was struck by loudly pronounced words. Mathilde was giving her brother a very 
difficult time. Julien heard his own name, twice, each time very distinctly. He came over to 
them; suddenly there was total silence, though assorted unsuccessful attempts were made to 
break it. Both Mademoiselle de La Mole and her brother were too worked up to find another 
topic of conversation. Messieurs de Caylus, de Croisenois, de Luz, and one of their other 
friends, were as cold as glass to Julien. He left them. 
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Chapter Thirteen: A Conspiracy 

Random words, heard by chance, turn to hard facts in the eyes of a man of imagination, if there’s any fire 
burning in his heart. 
—Schiller1 

Again the next day, he surprised Norbert and his sister, who had been speaking of him. As 
he joined them, a deathly silence fell, exactly like the previous evening. He was hugely 
suspicious. Are these pleasant young people planning a way to make fun of me? He had to 
admit this was far more likely, and much more natural, than Mademoiselle de La Mole’s 
pretended passion for a poor devil of a secretary. “In any case, do these people ever experience 
passion? Mystification is their specialty. They’re jealous of my tongue’s miserable little 
superiority. Jealousy remains one of their weaknesses. They’re transparently clear. 
Mademoiselle de La Mole wants me to think she’s interested in me, quite simply so she can 
turn me into a spectacle for her intended husband.” 

This bitter suspicion shifted Julien’s entire moral framework. The destructive idea 
confronted a budding love in his heart; it had no difficulty killing it off. His love had been 
based only on Mathilde’s rare beauty, or more likely on her queenly manner and the wonderful 
way she dressed. In such things, Julien was still a self-made social climber. It’s always said that 
a pretty aristocratic woman is the most astonishing thing of all, for a spirited peasant, when he 
reaches the higher rungs of society. It was hardly Mathilde’s character, all this time, that had 
set Julien to dreaming. He was sensible enough to understand that, in fact, he knew nothing 
about her character. Everything he’d been seeing of it might be no more than a pretense. 

For example: Nothing could make Mathilde miss Sunday mass; she went to church with 
her mother virtually every day. If some careless fellow, in the de La Mole drawing room, 
happened to forget where he was and allowed himself even a distantly barbed remark about 
the true or pretended interests of either church or state, Mathilde immediately turned 
seriously icy. Her glance went from liveliness to all the impenetrable haughtiness of an old 
family portrait. 

But Julien knew for sure that she always had, in her room, one or two of Voltaire’s most 
philosophical books. He himself had often secretly borrowed volumes of that magnificently 
bound edition. He would separate somewhat the remaining books, concealing what he had 
borrowed, but soon realized that someone else was reading Voltaire. He fell back on a 
seminary trick, putting a few strands of hair in volumes he imagined might well interest 
Mademoiselle de La Mole. As the weeks went by, all the hair disappeared. 

Monsieur de La Mole grew impatient with his bookseller, who was sending him all the so-
called Memoirs,2 and ordered Julien to buy whatever new volumes were moderately racy. But 
to keep the poison from spreading through the house, the secretary had been directed to place 
these in a small bookcase right in the marquis’s room. Julien was soon positive that if any of 
these new volumes were, to any degree, hostile to the interests of church or throne, it did not 
take long for them to disappear. He was equally certain that it was not Norbert who was 
reading them. 

Considerably dramatizing this experience, Julien believed Mademoiselle de La Mole 
possessed of the conniving nature of Machiavelli. A pose of such wickedness was, in her eyes, 

                                                             
1 Friederich von Schiller (1759–1805), German Romantic writer. 
2 Fraudulent memoirs of famous personages of the revolutionary era proliferated in the early nineteenth 
century. 
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quite charming—almost the only moral charm she enjoyed. Boredom, generated by hypocrisy 
and all his virtuous talk, threw him into such immoderate judgments. 

It was his imagination he was exciting, rather than letting himself be swept away by love. 
Only when he’d fallen into long reveries about Mademoiselle de La Mole’s lovely figure, 

and about her superb taste in clothing, her exceedingly white hands, her beautiful arms, the 
disinvoltura, the easy indifference of all her movements, did he find himself in love. Then, to 
round off her charms, he thought her a Catherine de Médici. There could be nothing too 
profound, or too wicked, for the nature he assigned her. It was the ideal of all the Maslons, the 
de Frilairs, the Castanedas, the ideal he’d admired as a child. In other words, it was Paris’s 
ideal. 

Has there ever been anything more amusing than believing Parisians either profound or 
wicked? 

“It’s possible that this trio is making fun of me,” thought Julien. You can’t know him very 
well, reader, if you haven’t long since noticed the dark, cold expression his face took on when 
Mathilde looked at him. Bitter irony repelled her friendly assurances, as the amazed 
Mademoiselle de La Mole discovered, when she two or three times risked such gestures. 

Stung by this sudden strangeness, the young girl’s cold, bored, overintellectual heart 
became as passionate as her nature could be. But Mathilde’s character also contained a great 
deal of pride, and the birth of an emotion that made all her happiness depend on someone else 
gave rise, as well, to a somber sadness. 

Julien had by now learned enough, since he’d come to Paris, to recognize what was and 
what wasn’t the dry sadness of boredom. Instead of being greedy for evening parties, for shows 
and any sort of distraction, as she had been, she avoided them. 

Music sung by Frenchmen bored Mathilde to death, yet Julien, whose regular duty it was 
to attend high society’s exits from the opera, noted that she made sure to have herself escorted 
to the opera just as often as she could. He fancied he could tell that she had lost some of that 
perfection, always so evident, before, in everything she did. Her remarks to her friends were 
sometimes outrageously sharp, to the point of nastiness. He thought she’d fallen onto hard 
times with the Marquis de Croisenois. “This young man must be desperately in love with 
money, not to throw over the girl, no matter how rich she might be,” Julien thought. He 
himself, indignant at such affronts to masculine dignity, turned even colder to her. He often 
gave her answers bordering on the impolite. 

However determined he might be not to let himself be deceived by Mathilde’s shows of 
interest, on certain days they were so obvious that Julien, whose eyes had begun to be wide 
open, found her very pretty and was almost bowled over. 

“These young aristocrats are so shrewd, and so long-suffering,” he told himself, “that in 
the end they’ll defeat my terribly limited experience.” He had to leave all this, for a while. The 
marquis had just put him in charge of a number of small estates, and some châteaux, in lower 
Languedoc. A trip to the south of France was required; the marquis gave his grudging consent. 
Except in matters concerning the marquis’s highest ambitions, Julien had become his second 
self. 

“After all, they haven’t snared me,” Julien said to himself as he got ready for his departure. 
“Whether Mademoiselle de La Mole’s witticisms about these gentlemen were genuine, or only 
intended to make me trust her, it’s been amusing. If there’s no conspiracy against this 
carpenter’s son, I simply can’t fathom Mademoiselle de La Mole. But she’s even less 
understandable to the Marquis de Croisenois. Yesterday, for example, her bad temper was 
clearly real, and I had the pleasure of seeing a young nobleman, just as rich as I am penniless 



Chapter Thirteen: A Conspiracy 
 

 

and plebian, forced to give up and acknowledge me the favored one. That’s the greatest 
triumph I’ve had; it will still amuse me as I ride along the plains of Languedoc.” 

He had kept his departure secret, but Mathilde had known for a long time that, the next 
day, he was to leave Paris. She resorted to a severe headache, made worse by the dining room’s 
stuffy air. She walked up and down the garden, and her quips so bloodied Norbert, the 
Marquis de Croisenois, de Caylus, de Luz, and several other young men who had dined with 
the de La Moles, that she finally drove them away. She was looking very strangely at Julien. 

“Her expression is perhaps part of the comedy,” thought Julien, “but that rapid 
breathing—all that agitation! Bah!” he told himself. “Who am I to pass judgment on all this? 
This is the Parisian woman at her most sublime, her most subtle. This quick breath, which 
almost moved me, is something she must have learned from Léontine Fay,3 that actress she 
loves so much.” 

They had been left alone; their conversation visibly faded away. “No! Julien feels nothing 
for me,” Mathilde was telling herself, truly miserable. 

As he was saying good night, she gripped his arm: 
“You’ll have a letter from me, tonight,” she told him, her voice so changed that he could 

not recognize it. 
This immediately moved him. 
“My father,” she went on, “quite properly values the services you render him. You must 

not leave tomorrow. Find some excuse.” And then she ran away. 
Her figure was charming. It would be impossible to have prettier feet; she ran so 

gracefully that Julien was entranced. But who could imagine his next thought, after she had 
disappeared? He was offended by the imperative tone with which she had said: “You must 
not.” Louis XV, as he was dying, was deeply offended at the words “you must not,” spoken 
most awkwardly by his chief physician. And Louis XV was hardly a social climber. 

An hour later, a servant brought Julien a letter. It was a plain declaration of love. 
“Her style isn’t too terribly affected,” Julien said to himself, trying to make use of literary 

observations to restrain a joy that made him suck in his cheeks and, in spite of himself, laugh 
out loud. 

“So!” he cried suddenly, his emotions too strong to be held in. “I, a poor peasant, I’ve 
gotten a declaration of love from a great lady! 

“Me, I haven’t done so badly,” he added, checking his joy as much as he could. “I’ve been 
able to preserve my personal dignity. I’ve not said I love her.” He set himself to studying her 
writing: Mademoiselle de La Mole employed an extremely well-shaped English hand. He felt 
the need for something physical, to distract him from a joy that was very nearly delirium. 

“Your departure compels me to speak...It would be beyond my endurance not to see you 
any longer.” 

A thought struck Julien; it was like making a discovery. He broke off his examination of 
Mathilde’s letter, and his joy swelled. “I’ll bring it to the Marquis de Croisenois!” he cried 
silently. “I who say nothing but serious words! And he’s so handsome! He has a mustache, a 
wonderful uniform. He’s never at a loss for words, and at exactly the right time, something 
witty and subtle.” 

Julien experienced a delightful moment. He went wandering up and down the garden, 
crazed with happiness. 

Later, he went up to the Marquis de La Mole’s office room, for the marquis had 
fortunately not gone out that night, and explained that, happily, he wouldn’t have to leave 

                                                             
3 A famous actress of the Parisian theaters. 
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Paris. He was able to demonstrate, fairly easily, by showing the marquis some documents 
newly arrived from Normandy, that taking care of the Normandy lawsuits would force him to 
defer his departure for Languedoc. 

“I’m very relieved you’re not going,” the marquis informed him when they were done 
talking business. “I like seeing you.” Julien left; the remark embarrassed him. 

“And I’m going to seduce his daughter—me! Perhaps her marriage to de Croisenois will 
be impossible—a marriage that glows in Monsieur de La Mole’s future. He may not become a 
duke himself, but his daughter will be a duchess.” Julien thought about leaving for Languedoc, 
in spite of Mathilde’s letter, in spite of the excuses he’d made to the marquis. That ray of virtue 
quickly flickered out. 

“How good of me,” he told himself, “me, a plebeian, to take pity on a family of such high 
rank! Me, who the Duke de Chaulnes calls a mere servant! How does the marquis build up his 
immense fortune? By mortgaging some of his income as soon as he learns, at court, that the 
next day there’ll be what looks like a coup d’état. And I, thrown to the lowest rungs by that 
harsh stepmother, Providence, me to whom she gave a noble heart and absolutely no 
income—which means no bread, to put it exactly, no bread at all —me, to turn down pleasure 
when it’s offered to me! Clear water seeking to quench my thirst, in this burning desert of 
mediocrity which I cross so painfully! Good Lord, I’m not so stupid as that! Everyone for 
himself, in this desert of egoism, better known as life.” 

And he recalled looks of disdain cast on him by Madame de La Mole, and especially by 
the ladies, her friends. 

The pleasure of triumphing over the Marquis de Croisenois was the final touch: his 
memory of virtue vanished. 

“Oh, how I wish he were furious!” said Julien. “How confidently I’d slash him with a 
sword, now.” And he performed a deft maneuver with an imaginary weapon. 

“Before I could do that, I was a pedant, taking vulgar advantage of what little courage I 
had. After that letter, I am his equal. 

“Yes,” he told himself, with infinite delight and slowly measuring out his unspoken words, 
“our worth, de Croisenois and I, has now been weighed, and the scale favors the poor 
carpenter from the Juras. 

“Fine!” he exclaimed to himself. “That will be the signature on my reply. Don’t you go 
thinking, Mademoiselle de La Mole, that I’m forgetting what I am. I’m going to make you 
understand, and make you feel in your very bones, that you’re betraying a fine descendant of 
the famous Guy de Croisenois, who followed Saint Louis4 to the Crusades, in favor of a 
carpenter’s son.” 

Julien could not restrain his joy. He had to go down to the garden. His room, into which 
he had locked himself, seemed too narrow for him to draw a breath. 

“Me, a poor peasant from the Juras,” he repeated over and over to himself, “me, forever 
condemned to wearing this dreary black suit! Alas! Twenty years ago, I’d have worn a uniform 
like theirs! In those days, a man like me was either dead, or else he was a general at age thirty-
six. “The letter, which he held folded in his hand, endowed him with the height and bearing of 
a hero. “Of course, these days it’s true that, wearing such a black suit, at age forty you have a 
salary of a hundred thousand francs and you wear the noblest decoration in the land, like the 
Bishop of Beauvais. 

                                                             
4 King Louis IX (born 1214, reigned 1226–70), who led two crusades, one to Egypt, where he was captured and 
ransomed, the other to Tunis, where he died of the plague; he was canonized in 1296. The Bourbons often 
referred to themselves as the “sons of Saint Louis.” 
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“Oh yes!” he told himself, laughing like Mephistopheles, “but I’m smarter than they are; 
I’ve chosen this century’s uniform.” He felt a surge, both in his ambition, and in his affection 
for ecclesiastical garb. “How many cardinals were born even lower than me, and have risen to 
authority! My countryman, Granvelle,5 for example.” 

Gradually, Julien grew calmer; caution came floating to the surface. He recited to himself 
the words of his model and master, that great hypocrite, Molière’s Tartuffe: 

“I could believe these words, a decent trick.... I won’t trust anything that seems so sweet, 
Except a taste of her, and then I’ll sigh, Knowing she told the truth, and I have proof.” 

“Tartuffe was ruined by a woman, too,6 and he was as good as anyone else...Other eyes 
may see my reply...for which there will be the following remedy,” he said slowly, and with 
controlled ferocity: “We’ll begin with the choicest phrases from the sublime Mathilde’s own 
letter. 

“Yes, but suppose four of Monsieur de Croisenois’s servants throw themselves at me and 
snatch away the original.” 

“No, because I am well armed, and I’ve been known, as they say, to shoot at servants.” 
“So! One of them is brave; he jumps at me. He’s been promised two thousand francs. I kill 

him, or perhaps I wound him—wonderful: it’s just what they want. They throw me into prison, 
all very legally. And then I appear in court, and the judges sentence me, with vast justice and 
infinite equity, to live at the penitentiary at Poissy with Messieurs Fontan and Magalon.7 I lie 
down at night, there, with four hundred beggars, everybody on top of everybody else...And I 
show pity to these people!” he exclaimed to himself, standing bolt upright. “And do they show 
it to the members of the Fourth Estate, the common people, when they’ve got them where 
they want them?” This was the last breath of his gratitude for Monsieur de La Mole, for in spite 
of himself that had been, till then, tormenting him. 

“Gently, dear gentlemen: I understand this minor aspect of Machiavellianism. Neither 
Father Maslon nor Monsieur Castaneda at the seminary could have done it better. Take this 
provocative letter away from me—and, like Colonel Caron,8 at Colmar, I’ll stroll to the firing 
squad. 

“One moment, gentlemen: I plan to send the fatal letter to be deposited, well hidden, by 
Father Pirard. He’s a very decent man, a Jansenist, and as a Jansenist immune to fiscal 
temptation. Yes, but he opens letters. .. so I’ll send them to Fouqué.” 

I concede that Julien’s expression was ghastly, his face truly hideous. He fairly breathed of 
unadulterated criminality. He was a miserable man at war with all of society. 

“To arms!” Julien exclaimed to himself. Then he went out the front door, leaped down the 
steps, and went straight to the copyist stall at the corner. The man was frightened by his 
appearance. “Copy it,” he said, giving him Mademoiselle de La Mole’s letter. 

While the man did his work, Julien himself wrote to Fouqué; he begged him to take care 
of this precious deposit. “But no,” he said to himself, breaking off. “The secret police at the 

                                                             
5 Born in Besançon, the sixteenth-century prelate Antoine Perronet de Granvelle rose to become a trusted and 
influential minister to the Hapsburg Holy Roman Emperor Charles V and his son Philip II of Spain. Their 
influence made him a cardinal in 1561. 
6 “Tartuffe aussi fut perdu par une femme.” A stunning sentence for anyone familiar with Tartuffe, as most of the 
French were and are. The lines quoted are from Tartuffe (see note for p. 281, ll. 28–32) as the hypocrite prepares 
to seduce Elmire, the virtuous wife of his preposterous benefactor, Orgon. Most people would say that 
Tartuffe was unmasked by Elmire, his “ruin” being richly deserved. 
7 Both were sent to prison for publishing a satirical antigovernment revue, The Album. 
8 An officer executed for conspiring against the government. Stendhal saw Caron, like Fontan and Magalon, as 
a victim of the oppressive excesses of the Bourbons. Colmar: a small town in Alsace. 
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post office will open my letter. .. no, gentlemen.” He went to the Protestant bookseller, bought 
an enormous Bible, hid Mathilde’s letter, carefully and ingeniously, in the binding, had 
everything wrapped up, and sent his package via stagecoach, addressed to one of Fouqué’s 
workmen; even the man’s name was unknown to anyone in Paris. 

That done, he went happily, light-footedly back to the de La Mole house. “Our turn, now!” 
he exclaimed silently, as he turned the key and locked himself into his room. He threw off his 
black suit. 

“Really, Mademoiselle,” he wrote to Mathilde, “Mademoiselle de La Mole writes, and uses 
her father’s servant, Arsène, to deliver an exceedingly seductive letter to a poor carpenter from 
the Juras, surely to have fun at his simpleminded expense....” And then he copied out the 
plainest, most revealing sentences from the letter he’d just received. 

His letter would have done honor to the cautious diplomatic skills of the Chevalier de 
Beauvoisis. It was still only ten o’clock. Drunk with happiness and a sense of his own power, all 
very new to a poor devil, Julien went to the Italian Opera House. He heard his friend 
Géronimo singing. Never had music exalted him to such heights. He was godlike. 
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Chapter Fourteen: A Young Girl’s Thoughts 

Such bepuzzzlement! What sleepless nights! God in heaven! Am I going to make myself contemptible? He 
himself will scorn me. But he’s leaving, he’s going away. 
—Alfred De Musset1 

It had not been easy for Mathilde to write. No matter what had awakened her interest in 
Julien, he’d soon come to dominate that pride which, from the first moment she’d become 
aware of it, had ruled, solitary, in her heart. Her haughty, cold spirit had been carried, for the 
very first time, into passionate feeling. But if it dominated over her pride, it remained loyal to 
that pride’s customary behavior. Two months of internal struggle, and of new sensations, in a 
word, renovated her entire moral existence. 

Mathilde believed she was reaching happiness. This vista, all-powerful for courageous 
hearts bound to superior minds, had long been struggling against both her personal dignity 
and her sense of everyday responsibilities. One day she went to her mother, at seven in the 
morning, asking for permission to hide herself at Villequier. The marquise didn’t bother to 
answer, suggesting only that the girl go back to bed. This was a final effort by ordinary 
common sense and deference to received notions. 

Fear of doing wrong and offending against the most sacred beliefs of the de Cayluses, the 
de Luzes, and the de Croisenoises, were hardly deeply seated in her soul. She did not think 
such people had been fashioned to understand her; had it been a question of buying a carriage, 
or a piece of property, she would have consulted them. Her true fear was that Julien might be 
disappointed in her. 

And perhaps she also worried: Was he only apparently rather than truly superior? 
She detested lack of character: this was her single objection to the handsome young men 

who surrounded her. The more gracefully they made jokes about whatever was not in fashion 
(or which tried to be fashionable, but did it badly), the lower they fell in her eyes. 

They were courageous, and that was all. “And still, just how brave, really?” she asked 
herself. “In duels, but duels are only a ritual. Duels are totally predictable, even as to what one 
says, falling to the ground. Stretched out on the green grass, hand on heart, the other 
combatant must be most nobly pardoned, and final words sent to a lovely one left behind 
(often an imaginary) beloved, who’s likely to go to a ball on the day the fallen one dies, to keep 
from arousing suspicion. 

“It’s one thing to face danger bravely, leading a squadron into battle, shining steel all 
around, but what about danger that’s solitary, strange, unpredictable, and genuinely ugly? 

“Alas!” Mathilde told herself. “At Henry III’s court there were men whose characters were 
as lofty as their birth! Ah, if Julien had fought at Jarnac, or at Montcontour, I’d have no doubts. 
In those strong, forceful times, the French were not dressed-up dolls. The day of battle, really, 
was the least of their problems. 

“Their lives were not all wrapped around, like an Egyptian mummy, confined in some 
common covering, shared by everyone, always the same. Yes,” she added, “it took more 
genuine courage to go home alone, an hour before midnight, leaving the Soissons mansion2 
where Catherine de Médici lived, all thronging with cutthroats, than it does today to go 
running off to Algeria.3 A man’s life, then, involved taking one chance after another. 

                                                             
1 An important figure in French romanticism, Musset (1810–57) was a poet, novelist, and playwright. 
2 or Hôtel de Nesle, a huge sixteenth-century town house that belonged to Catherine de Médici; the 
“cutthroats” swarming there are part of the legend of the woman and her times. 
3 The French colonization of North Africa began in 1830. Algiers fell to the French on July 4, 1830. 
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Civilization has now eliminated risks, especially unexpected ones. If anyone talks about such 
things, he’s smothered in witticisms; if they actually occur, no cowardliness is too low to 
accommodate our fears. Whatever insanity fear makes us commit, it’s forgiven. A degenerate, 
boring epoch! What would Boniface de La Mole have said, lifting his severed head out of his 
tomb, if he had seen seventeen of his descendants letting themselves be herded off like sheep, 
to be guillotined two days later? Death was absolutely certain, but it would have exhibited a 
lack of taste to defend themselves and, at least, kill a Jacobin or two. Ah! In France’s heroic 
age, in Boniface de La Mole’s time, Julien would have been a squadron leader, and my brother 
would have been the young priest, with very good manners, and caution in his eyes, reason in 
his mouth.” 

Several months earlier, Mathilde had given up hope of meeting anyone even faintly out of 
the ordinary. She had taken some pleasure in letting herself write to some of these young 
aristocrats. This inappropriate boldness, so reckless in a young girl, might well have 
dishonored her in the eyes of Monsieur de Croisenois, as it might also to his father, the Duke 
of Chaulnes, and all their family, friends, and followers, who would have seen the intended 
marriage broken off and would have wanted to know why. When she’d written such a letter, in 
those days, she’d been unable to sleep. But those letters were nothing but replies. 

Now she’d dared to say she was in love. It was she who had written first (such a shocking 
word!), and to a man from the lowest levels of society. 

This would guarantee, if she should be discovered, eternal dishonor. Which of the women 
who came to see her mother would dare take her side? What words could they use, repeating 
them from one drawing room to another, to soften society’s frightful scorn? 

Even to say these things would have been ghastly, but to write them! “There are things one 
does not write,” exclaimed Napoleon when he heard that Bailen4 had been surrendered to the 
Spanish, and on what terms. And it was Julien who had told her this story, as if teaching her a 
lesson in advance. 

But all this was more or less trivial: Mathilde’s anguish had other causes. Putting aside the 
awful effect on society, the ineradicable, totally open stain of social contempt (since she had 
grossly offended against her class), Mathilde had written to a creature of a totally different sort 
than the de Cayluses, the de Luzs, or the de Croisenoises. 

The depths, the mysteriousness of Julien’s character would have been frightening, even in 
striking up an ordinary, everyday relationship. But she was going to make him her lover, 
perhaps her master! 

“What won’t he demand, if he ever has me under his thumb? Well! I’ll say, as Medea did: 
’In the midst of all these perils, I remain me!’5 

“Julien has absolutely no reverence for noble blood,” she believed. What’s more, quite 
possibly he had no love whatever for her! 

In these final moments of terrible doubt, ideas of womanly pride occurred to her. 
“Everything has to be unique, for the kind of girl I am,” she exclaimed impatiently. Then the 
pride they’d instilled in her, from her very cradle, began to struggle against virtue. And at just 
that moment, Julien’s departure accelerated everything. 

(Characters like hers, fortunately, are very rare indeed.) 
That evening, very late, Julien was malicious enough to have the porter bring down an 

exceedingly heavy trunk, and the servant he summoned was Mademoiselle de La Mole’s 

                                                             
4 A defeat for the Imperial Army in Spain in July 1809. Napoleon was as infuriated by the treaty, by which the 
French accepted blame for starting the Spanish war, as he was by the loss. 
5 A misquotation of Corneille’s Médée. (For Corneille, see note for p. 79, l. 3.) 



Chapter Fourteen: A Young Girl’s Thoughts 
 

 

footman. “Perhaps this won’t accomplish anything,” he said to himself, “but if it succeeds, 
she’ll think I’ve gone.” He went to bed happy, extremely pleased at his little stratagem. 
Mathilde never closed her eyes. 

The next day, very early in the morning, Julien went out without being noticed. But he 
came back before eight o’clock. 

He’d barely walked into the library when Mademoiselle de La Mole appeared at the door. 
He gave her his written reply. He thought he ought to speak to her, and certainly there’d be no 
more convenient time, but Mademoiselle de La Mole refused to listen, and disappeared. Julien 
found this captivating: he would not have known what to say to her. 

“If this isn’t just a game that she and Count Norbert are playing, then the fire of such a 
strange love, which this girl of high birth conceives she feels for me, must have been lit by the 
icy-cold looks I’ve showered on her. I’d be a hopelessly stupid idiot if I ever let myself actually 
like this tall blonde doll.” Thinking this way let him be colder and more calculating than ever 
before. 

“In the coming combat,” he added, “pride of birth will be like a tall hill, constituting a 
military position between her and me. There’s where we’ll have to maneuver. I was very wrong 
to stay in Paris: putting off my departure is detrimental, and it leaves me vulnerable, if all this 
is indeed merely a game. What risk was there in going away? I’d be making fools of them, if 
they were making a fool of me. If she’s really interested in me, I’d be heightening it a 
hundredfold.” 

Mademoiselle de La Mole’s letter had so intensely gratified Julien’s vanity that, while 
relishing what had happened, he’d forgotten to think very seriously about the utility of 
removing himself from the scene. 

It was a fatal flaw in his character, this extraordinary sensitivity to his mistakes. This one 
deeply upset him; he’d almost stopped thinking of the incredible victory he’d had just before 
this minor setback, when, toward nine o’clock, Mademoiselle de La Mole appeared, barely 
inside the library door; after throwing a letter to him, she ran off. 

“It looks as if this is going to be an epistolary novel,” he said, picking it up. “This is an 
enemy feint; me, I’m going to respond with coldness and virtue.” 

With a haughtiness that fueled his inner delight, the letter asked for a decisive reply. He 
amused himself, as he wrote his two pages, by playfully toying with the people who might be 
trying to make a fool of him and, still in this humor, toward the end of his response, 
announced that he would be leaving the following morning. 

His letter was done. “The garden will do very well for sending it to her,” he thought, so 
there he went. He looked up at Mademoiselle de La Mole’s window. 

It was on the second floor, next to her mother’s rooms; but underneath her window there 
was a large mezzanine. 

The ground floor had been raised high enough so that, walking along the line of linden 
trees, his letter in his hand, Julien could not have been seen from Mathilde’s window. The tall, 
arching trees got in the way. “Really!” Julien said to himself, annoyed. “Yet another risky 
development! If someone’s trying to make a fool of me, just having me seen with a letter in my 
hand will do very nicely; my enemies will be pleased.” 

Norbert’s room was just above his sister’s, and if Julien were to walk out from under the 
arching vault of the tall trees, Norbert and his friends would be able to follow his every 
movement. 

Mademoiselle de La Mole appeared behind the glass; he let her have a quick glimpse of 
his letter; she bent her head in acknowledgment. He turned at once and ran back to his room 
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and, as it happened, met on the stairs the lovely Mathilde, who snatched up the letter, 
completely at her ease, her eyes laughing. 

“What passion there was in poor Madame de Rênal’s eyes,” Julien said to himself, “if, even 
after six months of our relationship, she dared accept a letter from me! Never in her life, I 
think, did she ever look at me with laughing eyes.” 

The rest of his reaction was not anything like so clear: Was he ashamed of how petty he 
was being? “But what a difference, too,” his thought continued, “in the elegance of her dressing 
gown, the elegance of everything she wears!” Just seeing Mademoiselle de La Mole, from thirty 
feet away, any man of taste could guess her social standing. That was definitely a positive 
thing. 

Caught up in his jesting, Julien still did not admit all he was thinking. There had been no 
Marquis de Croisenois for Madame de Rênal to sacrifice for him. His only rival had been that 
lowly deputy governor, Monsieur Charcot, who’d given himself the name de Maugiron, since 
there were no more de Maugirons. 

At five, Julien received a third letter; she’d thrown it to him, from the library door. Once 
again, Mademoiselle de La Mole ran away. “What a mania for writing!” he said to himself, 
laughing, “when conversation is so readily available! The enemy wants my letters, that’s 
obvious—and they want more than one!” He was in no hurry to open this one. “Still such 
elegant phrases,” he was thinking, but then he turned pale as he read on. There were only 
eight lines: 

I need to talk to you; I must talk to you, and tonight. When the clock sounds an hour 
after midnight, be in the garden. Take the gardener’s big ladder from near the well; place it 
against my window and climb up to me. There’ll be a full moon: it doesn’t matter. 
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Chapter Fifteen: Is it a Conspiracy? 

What a bitter space between conceiving and executing a noble project! What empty terrors! What 
indecision! It’s life and death—but it’s far more: it’s honor! 
—Schiller 

“This is becoming serious,” Julien thought,...”and a bit too clear,” he added after further 
thought. “Hmm! This beautiful lady can talk to me in the library, with a freedom that, by the 
grace of God, is absolute. The marquis is so afraid I might show him my accounts, he never 
walks in. Hah! Monsieur de La Mole and Count Norbert, the only people who ever appear 
here, are away virtually all day long. It’s perfectly easy to see them, when they’re returning—
and my sublime Mathilde, for whose hand a ruling prince would not be too noble, wants me to 
be guilty of something so abominably rash. 

“Plainly, they either want to ruin me or, at least, to make fun of me. First they wanted me 
to ruin myself with my letters; my letters were too cautious. Well! They’ve got to have 
something clearer than daylight. These handsome little fellows think I’m either extremely 
stupid or a hopeless fop. The devil! In full moonlight, to climb up a ladder, like that, to a 
second story twenty-five feet high! They’d have plenty of time to see me, even from the 
neighboring houses. How handsome I’ll look, up on my ladder!” Julien went up to his room 
and, whistling, began to pack his trunk. He’d made up his mind to leave, and not to bother 
replying. 

But this sensible solution did not put his heart at ease. “Suppose, by some odd chance,” he 
suddenly said to himself, his trunk now closed, “suppose Mathilde is acting in good faith! 
Then, in her eyes, I’d be playing the role of a perfect coward. I have no noble birth, so I have to 
have a great character—cash on demand, and no easy little forgeries—and that character has 
to be solidly proven: the deeds need to speak for themselves....” 

He spent a quarter of an hour in reflection. “Why try to deny it?” he finally said. “I’ll be a 
coward in her eyes. I’d give up not only the most brilliant woman in high society, as everyone 
said at Duke de Retz’s ball, but also the divine pleasure of seeing the Marquis de Croisenois, a 
duke’s son who will himself be a duke, sacrificed for me. A charming young man, with all the 
qualities I lack: quick wit, birth, money. 

“I’ll be sorry the rest of my life—not for her, there are lots of mistresses! ‘But there’s only 
one honor!’ as Corneille’s old Don Diego1 says—and here, facing the first danger I’ve been 
offered, I clearly and simply pull back—because that duel with Monsieur de Beauvoisis was 
almost a joke. This is entirely different. I might be shot by a servant, at point-blank range, but 
that’s not the most serious risk. I might be disgraced. 

“This is getting serious, my boy,” he added, clownishly, brightly. “It’s all about ’onor, it is. 
What poor devil, thrown so far down by chance, ever gets an opportunity like this? I’ll do well 
with other women, yes, but never one so high up....” 

He thought for a long time, walking rapidly up and down his room, from time to time 
stopping abruptly. A magnificent marble bust of de Richelieu was kept in the room; in spite of 
himself, he found himself drawn to it. De Richelieu seemed to be looking at him rather 
harshly, as if scolding him for lacking the audacity so proper and natural to the French 
character. “In your time, you great man, would I have hesitated? 

“At the worst,” he finally told himself, “let’s suppose this is all a trap; it remains very dark 
and exceedingly compromising for a young girl. They know I’m not someone who’ll stay silent. 
They’d have to kill me. That was fine in 1574, the days of Boniface de La Mole, but today’s de 

                                                             
1 Father of the hero in Le Cid, a noble old soldier who, as a true Cornelian, puts honor before everything. 
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La Moles would never risk it. This family is no longer what it was. They’re so jealous of 
Mademoiselle de La Mole! Tomorrow there’d be four hundred drawing rooms ringing with her 
shame—and with such pleasure! 

“The servants gossip among themselves about the obvious preference I’ve been shown. I 
know it, I’ve heard them.... 

“On the other hand, her letters! ... They might believe I’ll have them on me. If they can 
surprise me in her room, they could take them. I’d have to deal with two, three, four men—
who knows? But where would they find such men? Where can you find discreet servants, here 
in Paris? The law frightens them...By God! the de Cayluses, the de Luzes, the de Croisenoises 
themselves! Being there just then, and the stupid figure I’d cut, in the middle of them—that 
might tempt them. Watch out for what happened to Abélard,2 Monsieur Secretary! 

“So, by God! Gentlemen, you’ll carry the scars of our combat; I’ll slash your faces, as 
Caesar’s soldiers cut up Pompey’s men, at Pharsalia3...And as for the letters, I can find them a 
safe hiding place.” 

Julien made copies of the last two, hid them in a volume of the library’s beautiful Voltaire, 
and brought the originals to the post. 

When he returned: “What madness am I throwing myself into?” he asked himself, 
surprised and alarmed. He had spent an entire quarter of an hour without looking straight 
ahead, facing what was to happen next, that same night. 

“But if I don’t do it, I’ll despise myself afterward. This will linger on, my whole life long, as 
something questionable—and for me that sort of uncertainty is the bitterest misery of all. 
Wasn’t that what I felt about Amanda’s lover? I think I’d be far readier to forgive myself some 
simple crime: once I admitted it, I’d stop thinking about it. 

“Hah! I’ll have been competing against a man bearing one of the best names in all 
France—and then cheerfully, of my own volition, I’ll have said he was the better, I was the 
inferior one! It’s plain enough: not to do this is cowardice. And that settles it,” Julien exclaimed 
silently, jumping to his feet...”Besides, she’s so very pretty. 

“If this isn’t a betrayal, what madness she’s committing for my sake! ... It’s a puzzle, by 
God! So, gentlemen, it’s up to me, just me, to turn the joke into a serious affair, and that’s what 
I intend to do. 

“Yet what if they tie up my arms, as I’m coming into the room. Maybe they’ve set up some 
ingenious device. 

“Well, it’s like a duel,” he assured himself, laughing. “‘There’s a riposte for every sword 
stroke,’ as my fencing teacher says, ‘but God, who wants it over and done with, makes one of 
the two forget how it’s done.’ In any case, here’s how I’ll deal with them.” He pulled his pistols 
out of his pocket and, even though they were charged and loaded, he readied them all over 
again. 

He still had several hours of waiting. In order to be doing something, Julien wrote to 
Fouqué: 

                                                             
2 As a young priest, Pierre Abélard (1079–1142 or 44) was hired to tutor Héloïse (1101–64), the bright niece of a 
wealthy Parisian merchant. They fell in love, were secretly married, and, when the girl was found to be 
pregnant, her furious uncle had Abélard castrated. The two lovers were sent to distant cloistered monasteries, 
communicating only by letter. Their tragic love story became a touchstone in French literature, and their 
correspondence in Latin survives. Abélard went on to become one of the leading theologians in Europe, 
engaging in polemic battles with the Sorbonne and Saint Bernard of Clairvaux. Héloïse’s letters reveal a 
woman of sharp and independent intellect. 
3 According to Plutarch, Julius Caesar ordered his hardened veterans to slash at the faces of his enemy 
Pompey’s soldiers, who were reputed to be vain young Roman patricians. 
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My friend: Don’t open the letter, here enclosed, unless there’s been an accident and you 
hear that something strange has happened to me. In that event, erase the names from the 
manuscript I’m sending you, and make eight copies, to be sent to the newspapers in 
Marseilles, Bordeaux, Lyons, Brussels, etc. Ten days later, have the manuscript printed and 
send the first copies to the Marquis de La Mole. And fifteen days later, strew the other copies, 
at night, along the streets of Verrières. 

The short manuscript he had enclosed, explaining and justifying, and which Fouqué was 
only to read in case of accident, had been written as a narrative; he had made it as minimally 
compromising as possible for Mademoiselle de La Mole, but nevertheless it clearly stated his 
own position. 

Julien had finished sealing this package just as the dinner bell sounded; it made his heart 
beat. Preoccupied with the narration he had just been composing, his imagination was full of 
tragic foreboding. He could see himself seized by the servants, tied, carried down to a cellar, a 
gag in his mouth. Once there, one of the servants would stand guard over him, and if the 
honor of the noble family required a tragic ending, it would be easy to finish him off with a 
poison that left no traces. Then they could say he’d died of some illness, and they’d bring him 
back to his room, dead. 

Moved by his own narrative, like a playwright by his drama, Julien entered the dining 
room with a feeling of genuine fear. He looked at all the servants, in their full regalia. He 
examined their faces. “Which of these people have been picked for tonight’s expedition?” he 
asked himself. “In this family, memories of Henry III’s court are so much alive, so often 
recalled, that if they believe there has been an outrage against the family, they’re likely to be 
more decisive than other people of their rank.” He looked at Mademoiselle de La Mole, trying 
to read the family’s plans in her eyes. She was pale and looked thoroughly medieval. He’d 
never seen her looking so noble and grand; she was truly beautiful, and imposing. He almost 
fell in love with her. “Pallida morte futura,4 her pallor prophesies death,” he said to himself. 

After dinner, though he pretended to spend time walking in the garden, it was useless; 
Mademoiselle de La Mole did not appear. Had he been able to talk to her, just then, it would 
have taken a great weight from his heart. 

Why not admit it? He was afraid. Since he was determined to go ahead with it, he 
shamelessly indulged his fear. “Provided that, when it’s time to act, I have the courage to carry 
me through,” he told himself, “what difference does it make what I’m feeling right now?” He 
checked the location, hefting the ladder to be sure of its weight. 

“This is a tool,” he said to himself, laughing, “which it seems to be my destiny to make use 
of! Here, just as, before, in Verrières. But what a difference! Then,” he continued, sighing, 
“there was no need to mistrust the person for whom I endangered myself. And what a 
difference, also, in the danger! 

“I might have been killed, in Monsieur de Rênal’s gardens, without necessarily being 
dishonored. They could perfectly well have made my death unexplainable. Here, what 
abominable stories they’re going to be telling, at the de Cayluses, the de Chaulneses, the de 
Retzes, etc.—indeed, everywhere. I will go down in history as a monster. 

“Or maybe only for two or three years,” he answered himself, laughing once again, but 
this time at himself. But the thought made him feel suddenly weak. “And I, where will I find 
anyone to argue for me? Supposing Fouqué prints my little pamphlet, posthumously, why, that 
will be yet another infamy. What! I’m welcomed into the house, and to pay back the 
hospitality they gave me, the kindness they showered on me, I print a pamphlet about what 

                                                             
4 From Virgil’s Aeneid, the phrase describes Dido. 
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happened! I attack a woman’s honor! Ah, let me be betrayed—a thousand times better, that 
way.” 

It was a ghastly evening. 
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Chapter Sixteen: One O’Clock in the Morning 

The garden was very big, designed fairly recently and in perfect taste. But the trees were more than a century 
old. The effect was somewhat rustic. 
—Massinger1 

He was about to write a counterorder to Fouqué, when one o’clock sounded. He locked 
the door to his room noisily, as if he were shutting himself in for the night. Then he loped 
around the whole house, like a wolf, especially on the top floor, where the servants were 
quartered. He saw nothing unusual. One of Madame de La Mole’s maids was having a party, 
and the servants were happily emptying the punch bowl. “The ones who are laughing like 
that,” thought Julien, “can’t be the ones participating in a nocturnal expedition. They’d be 
more serious.” 

At last he went and stood in a dark corner of the garden. “If their plan is to hide 
themselves from the de La Mole servants, the ones who are supposed to surprise me will have 
to come in over the garden walls. 

“If Monsieur de Croisenois has any sense about all this, he has to know how much less 
compromising it would be, for the young woman he wants to marry, to surprise me before I’ve 
reached her room.” 

He performed a very precise military reconnaissance. “This is a question of my honor,” he 
thought. “If I let something slip by me, it won’t be an excuse—not to me—if I tell myself: ’I 
never thought of that.’” 

The weather was depressingly fine. The moon had risen about eleven o’clock; by twelve-
thirty, the side of the house facing the garden was fully lit. 

“She’s insane,” Julien told himself. When one o’clock sounded, there was still light in 
Count Norbert’s windows. Never in all his life had Julien been so terrified: all he saw were the 
risks he was taking, nor was he enthusiastic about taking them. 

He went to get the big ladder, waited five minutes so she had time to countermand her 
instructions, and at five after one set the ladder against Mathilde’s window. He climbed up 
quietly, pistol in hand, astonished not to have been attacked. As he reached the window, she 
threw it open, noiselessly. 

“There you are, sir,” Mathilde said to him, very emotionally. “I’ve been following your 
movements for the last hour.” 

Julien was deeply embarrassed; he did not know how to behave; he felt no love whatever. 
In his embarrassment he thought he might as well act the lover, so he tried to kiss Mathilde. 

“For shame!” she said, pushing him away. 
Very happy to have been repulsed, he quickly glanced around him. The moon was so 

bright that the shadows it cast in Mathilde’s room were black. “But there could well be men so 
well hidden that I can’t see them,” he thought. 

“What’s that in your side pocket?” Mathilde asked, delighted to have found a subject for 
conversation. She was feeling strangely tormented: all those feelings of restraint and shyness, 
so natural to a well-bred girl, had resumed their sway and were torturing her. 

“I’ve got all sorts of weapons, as well as pistols,” Julien replied, equally happy to have 
something to say. 

“The ladder has to be removed,” said Mathilde. 
“It’s huge, and it might break the glass in the room down below, or the ones in the 

mezzanine.” 

                                                             
1 Philip Massinger (1583–1640), a British playwright, and a contemporary of Shakespeare. 
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“The glass mustn’t be broken,” Mathilde answered, trying unsuccessfully to speak in an 
ordinary conversational tone. “You could, I should think, lower the ladder, using a rope tied to 
the first rung. I always keep ropes in my room.” 

“And this is a woman in love!” thought Julien. “She has the nerve to say she’s in love! Such 
calm, such sensible precautions, show me very plainly that I’m not triumphing over Monsieur 
de Croisenois, as I so foolishly believed. I’ve simply become his successor. Really, what does it 
matter? Am I in love with her? I’ve won a victory over de Croisenois, because he’ll be 
exceedingly angry, having a successor at all, and angrier still to have that successor be me. 
How arrogantly he looked at me, yesterday night, at Café Tortoni,2 pretending he didn’t even 
know me! How nastily he greeted me, afterward, when he couldn’t get out of it any longer.” 

Julien had tied a rope to the ladder; it went down quietly, leaning far enough out from the 
balcony to keep from touching the glass panes. “Just the time to kill me,” he thought, “if there’s 
someone hidden in Mathilde’s room.” But a profound silence still hung over everything. 

The ladder touched the ground; Julien managed to lay it down in a bed of exotic flowers, 
along the wall. 

“What will my mother say,” said Mathilde, “when she sees her beautiful flowers all 
crushed? ... You’ve got to throw the rope down, too,” she added with immense calm. “If anyone 
sees it leading back to the balcony, it won’t be easy to explain.” 

“And how me go ’way?” Julien said wryly, assuming a Creole accent. (One of the 
chambermaids had been born in San Domingo.3) 

“You, you’ll leave by the door,” said Mathilde, fascinated by the idea. 
“Ah, this is a man fully worthy of my love!” she thought. 
Julien had just dropped the rope into the garden; Mathilde took him by the arm. He 

thought he’d been seized by some enemy, and turned around quickly, drawing a dagger. She’d 
thought she heard a window opening. They stood motionless, not even breathing. The moon 
fell full on them. There was no other sound, no further cause for alarm. 

Then they were once again seriously embarrassed, both of them. Julien made sure that the 
door had been properly closed, all the bolts thrown. He’d thought of looking under the bed 
but did not dare; there could be a servant or two under there. In the end, he was so worried 
that prudence would make him regret the omission, at some future date, that he looked. 

Mathilde had been gripped by all the torments of extreme shyness. This horrified her. 
“What have you done with my letters?” she asked at last. 
“Just the time to shake up these gentlemen, if they’re listening, and to avoid a battle!” 

thought Julien. 
“The first one is hidden in a huge Protestant Bible, which the mail coach carried away, 

last night, and will be taking far away.” 
He spoke very clearly, as he gave her all the details, so he could be heard by anyone who 

might be hidden, perhaps, in the two big mahogany armoires, which he hadn’t dared look into. 
“The other two are in the mail, going to the same place as the first.” 
“Good Lord! Why all these precautions?” asked Mathilde, astonished. 
“Is there some reason for lying to her?” thought Julien. And he told her all his suspicions. 

                                                             
2 A very successful and fashionable café in the Boulevard des Italiens, Café Tortoni opened in 1804 and 
specialized in ice cream. 
3 The French lost the colony of Saint-Domingue, now Haiti, to Toussiant Louverture’s insurrection in 1791. 
Bonaparte sent his brother-in-law General Leclerc to retake the island in 1802; Leclerc captured Louverture, 
who died in France, but Haitians, under the leadership of Dessalines, drove the French troops off the island 
and declared independence in 1804. 
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“That’s why your letters were so cold!” Mathilde exclaimed, sounding more irrational than 
tender, but suddenly, devastatingly, changing to a pronoun implying familiarity, even 
intimacy. 

Julien was no longer listening closely. Once he had heard her use conclusively intimate 
language, he lost his head—or, at least, he lost all his suspicions. He found the courage to 
embrace this wonderfully beautiful girl, for whom he felt immense respect. She only partly 
pushed him away. 

He fell back on his memory, as he had done once before, in Besançon, with Amanda, and 
recited some of the loveliest phrases of La Nouvelle Héloïse.4 

“You have a man’s heart,” she said endearingly, without really listening to his words. “I 
wanted to test your courage; I admit it. Your early suspicions and your determination show me 
that you’re even braver than I could have believed.” 

Mathilde was consciously trying to keep using intimate language; she was obviously 
paying more attention to this new and unfamiliar way of speech than to what she was actually 
saying. Intimate words, devoid of any tenderness, did not please him: he was stunned by the 
complete absence, in his heart, of any sign of happiness. At last, trying to feel it, he fell back on 
rationality. He could see that this exceedingly proud young girl thought very well of him, and 
he knew she never praised anyone or anything unreservedly. This argument satisfied his self-
esteem. 

It was not, indeed, that same intensity of sensual pleasure he had experienced, several 
times, with Madame de Rênal. He felt no tenderness whatever: this was the vigorous happiness 
of ambition, for Julien was ambitious, above all else. Once again, he talked about the people he 
had suspected, and the precautions he had devised. As he spoke, he thought how best to take 
advantage of his triumph. 

Still deeply embarrassed, and apparently staggered by what she had done, Mathilde 
seemed delighted to have found a topic for conversation. They discussed how they might be 
able to meet again. Julien was thoroughly enjoying the wit and courage he had proved, once 
more, as they were talking. They were dealing with extremely clear-sighted people; little 
Tanbeau was certainly a spy; but he and Mathilde were not exactly fools, either. 

What would be easier than to meet in the library, the most convenient place of all? 
“I can appear, without creating any suspicion, in any part of the house,” added Julien, 

“and very nearly in Madame de La Mole’s room.” Crossing through that room, to get to her 
daughter’s, was completely unavoidable. If Mathilde thought it better that he always arrive by 
ladder, he would expose himself to that trivial danger, his heart drunk with joy. 

Listening to him speak, Mathilde was shocked by his sense of triumph. “He’s already my 
master!” she told herself. She felt remorse gripping her; her rational mind was horrified by the 
remarkable act of madness she’d committed. Had she been able to, she would have annihilated 
both herself and Julien. When by sheer force of will she could momentarily beat back remorse, 
shyness and suffering modesty made her wretchedly miserable. She had had no idea of the 
frightful state in which she would find herself. 

“But, still, I need to talk to him,” she finally told herself. “That’s understood: you speak to 
your lover.” And then, to fulfill this obligation, and with a tenderness that was still more in the 
words she used than in the tone of her voice, she told him several decisions she had made, 
these last few days. 

                                                             
4 Rousseau’s sentimental novel of love, thought risqué in some circles. The title alludes to Abélard’s Héloïse 
(see note for p. 320, l. 28). 
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She had decided that if he were courageous enough to come to her, via the gardener’s 
ladder, as she had directed he should, she would be entirely his. But never were such tender 
words spoken more coldly and politely. To this point, their rendezvous had been utterly frigid. 
It was almost enough to turn love into something detestable. What a lesson in morality, for a 
young, careless girl! Was a moment like this worth the pain of losing one’s whole future? 

After long hesitation, which an observer might have thought caused by strong distaste—
so hard is it for a woman to abandon her sense of what she owes herself, even in yielding to a 
will equally strong—Mathilde ended by becoming his loving mistress. 

In truth, their ecstasies were a bit willed. Passionate love was still a model they were 
imitating, rather than something real. 

Mademoiselle de La Mole felt that she had fulfilled her duty to herself and to her lover. 
“The poor boy,” she told herself, “has demonstrated perfect bravery; he ought to be happy; or 
else I’m the one with a deficient character.” But she wished she could buy off, in return for an 
eternity of misfortunes, the cruel necessity in which she found herself caught up. 

In spite of the horrible violence she was doing to herself, she remained absolutely in 
control of her words. 

There was no regret, no reproach, to spoil this night that seemed to Julien strange rather 
than happy. What a difference, Good Lord! from his final twenty-four hours in Verrières! 
“These lovely Parisian manners have acquired the secret of spoiling everything, even love,” he 
told himself, most unfairly. 

He shaped these reflections while standing in one of the large mahogany armoires, which 
he’d gone into at the first sounds heard in the adjoining rooms, which belonged to Madame de 
La Mole. Mathilde went to mass with her mother, the maids were soon out of the rooms, and 
Julien escaped quite easily, before they returned to finish their work. 

He mounted his horse and hunted up the most solitary parts of a forest close to Paris. He 
remained far more amazed than happy. The sort of happiness that now and then filled his 
heart was like that of a young second lieutenant, who, after an astonishing battle, has just been 
made a colonel, on the spot, by the commanding general. He felt himself borne to an immense 
height. Everything that had been above him, the night before, was now at his level or even 
below him. Little by little, the farther he got from Paris, the more his happiness grew. 

If he had no tenderness in his soul, it was because—however strange the words may 
seem—Mathilde, in everything she had done with him, had been fulfilling a duty. She had 
experienced nothing unforeseen in all that happened during their night together, except the 
misery and shame she’d found, instead of the absolute felicity of which novels had told her. 

“Was I wrong? Was I not in love with him?” she asked herself. 
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Chapter Seventeen: An Old Sword 

I now mean to be serious; —it is time, 
Since laughter nowadays is deemed too serious. 
A jest at vice by virtue’s called a crime. 
—Byron, Don Juan 
She did not come down to dinner. Later, she appeared in the drawing room, very briefly, 

but did not look at Julien. Her conduct seemed to him strange. “But,” he thought, “I don’t 
know their customs; she’ll give me some good reason for these things.” All the same, impelled 
by the strongest curiosity, he studied Mathilde’s expression, and could not conceal from 
himself that she seemed wry and nasty. This was obviously not the same woman who, the 
night before, had enjoyed—or had feigned—an ecstatic happiness far too great to be real. 

The next day, and the day after that, her coldness remained the same; she did not look at 
him; she was not aware of his existence. Gripped by intense discomfort, Julien was a thousand 
miles from the triumphant feelings which, that first day, had been all there was in his heart. 
“Could this, by any chance,” he asked himself, “be a return to virtue?” But this was too 
bourgeois a word for haughty Mathilde. 

“In everyday life,” Julien thought, “she has hardly any religious belief. She approves of it as 
useful to the interests of her class. 

“But couldn’t plain female delicacy be reproaching her for the sin she’s committed?” 
Julien now believed he had been her first lover. 

“Still,” he told himself, at other moments, “it must be conceded that there is nothing 
naïve, simple, or tender in her whole manner of being. I’ve never seen her haughtier. Does she 
despise me? It would be like her to reproach herself for what she’s done for me, strictly on 
account of my low birth.” 

While Julien, full of preconceived judgments, drawn from books as well as his memories 
of Verrières, was haunted by the chimera of a tender mistress who, from the moment she had 
made her lover happy, was no longer concerned with his existence, Mathilde’s vanity was 
wildly angry with him. 

Since she had not been bored in two months, she was no longer worried about boredom; 
thus, without having the slightest suspicion of it, Julien had lost his greatest advantage. 

“I’ve given myself a master!” Mademoiselle de La Mole told herself, succumbing to the 
blackest, most sorrowful regret. “He’s enormously honorable, for what that’s worth, but if I 
push his vanity over the edge, he’ll take his revenge by letting the world know our 
relationship.” Mathilde had never had a lover, and being in a state which makes even the 
sourest souls dream tender illusions, she was consumed by the bitterest of black thoughts. 

“He has immense power over me, since he rules by terror and can punish me with 
tremendous pain if I push at him too hard.” This alone was enough to lead Mademoiselle de La 
Mole to show him stern disrespect: her character’s primary attribute was courage. Nothing 
could have set her in restless motion, and cure her of her endless boredom, without forever 
quickening her sense that she was gambling for the highest of all stakes, her very existence at 
risk. 

On the third day, with Mademoiselle de La Mole stubbornly refusing to acknowledge 
him, after dinner Julien followed her, clearly against her will, into the billiard room. 

“So, sir, you feel possessed of some mighty power over me,” she said, with barely 
restrained anger, “since, quite directly against my wishes, unmistakably expressed, you intend 
to speak to me? ... Are you aware that no one in the world has ever dared do that?” 
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Nothing could be so amusing as the dialogue between these two lovers, unaware that they 
were each driven by intensely passionate hatred of the other. Neither of them endowed with 
much patience, and both being accustomed to the ways of good society, they were soon flatly 
declaring eternal enmity. 

“I am forever bound to secrecy, I swear it!” said Julien. “I might add that I’d never speak to 
you again, except that such a marked change could damage your reputation.” He bowed 
respectfully and left. 

He had performed, without much difficulty, what seemed to him his duty; it would never 
have occurred to him that he was in love with Mademoiselle de La Mole. There was no 
question he hadn’t loved her three days earlier, when he’d been hidden in the big mahogany 
armoire. But his soul suffered a sharp sea change the moment he saw he’d broken with her 
forever. 

His relentless memory made him retrace every detail of that night, which in truth had left 
him so cold. 

The very next night after the decisive rupture, Julien almost drove himself mad, forced to 
admit that he was in love with Mademoiselle de La Mole. 

Ghastly struggles followed on this discovery: his emotions had been tossed every which 
way. 

Two days later, instead of being haughty with Monsieur de Croisenois, he came close to 
tearfully embracing him. 

He was accustomed to misery, and that lent him a whiff of common sense: he decided to 
leave for Languedoc, packed his trunk, and went to arrange his trip. 

He felt faint when, arriving at the mail-coach office, he found that by a strange 
coincidence there was an available seat, for the next day, in the coach going to Toulouse, the 
capital of Languedoc. He bought his ticket and returned to inform the Marquis de La Mole of 
his departure. 

Monsieur de La Mole had gone out. More dead than alive, Julien went to the library to 
wait for him. How did he feel, when he there encountered Mademoiselle de La Mole? 

Seeing him, she put on a nasty expression, which he could not possibly misunderstand. 
Carried away by his misery, confused and surprised, Julien had the weakness to say to her, 

in the tenderest voice, and truly from the heart: “So you don’t love me anymore?” 
“I’m horrified that I gave myself to the first one who came along,” Mathilde said, weeping 

with self-directed fury. 
“The first one who came along!” Julien exclaimed, running over to where, hung in the 

library as a curiosity, there was an ancient, medieval sword. 
His misery, which he had thought at its height when he spoke to her, was intensified a 

hundredfold, seeing her tears of shame. He would have been the happiest of men if he could 
have killed her. 

Just as, with some difficulty, he’d drawn the sword from its ancient sheath, Mathilde, 
thrilled by this wonderfully new sensation, came toward him, haughtily; her tears had stopped. 

The thought of the Marquis de La Mole, his benefactor, came vividly into his mind. “I’d be 
killing his daughter!” he told himself. “How awful!” He started to throw the sword down. 
“Certainly,” he thought, “she’s going to howl with laughter, seeing this melodramatic gesture,” 
and that idea made him once more calm and quite collected. He looked at the ancient sword’s 
blade, suddenly curious: it was as if he were trying to find some rusty spot. Then he put the 
sword back in its sheath and, with immense, quiet poise, set it on the gilded brass nail from 
which it had been hung. 
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The whole process, very slow toward the end, lasted a solid minute. ...Mademoiselle de La 
Mole was looking at him, stunned. “I’ve really been at the point of being killed by my lover!” 
she told herself. 

The idea carried her back to the most beautiful times of Charles IX’s and Henry III’s 
century. 

Julien had just replaced the sword; she stood immobile in front of him, and there was no 
longer any hate in her eyes. It must be admitted that she was exceedingly seductive just then; 
certainly, no woman had ever less resembled a Paris doll (this being Julien’s major objection to 
Parisian women). 

“I’m going to fall back into caring for him,” Mathilde thought. “And he’ll be convinced, 
here and now, he’s my lord and master, once I let myself relapse—and just when I’ve been 
speaking to him so strongly.” She fled. 

“My God, but she’s lovely!” said Julien, watching her run off. “Here’s this creature who 
threw herself into my arms, just a week ago, and with such passion! ... And those moments will 
never return! And it’s my fault! Right then, at such an extraordinary moment, so fascinating, I 
let myself be insensitive! ... I must confess I was born insipid and incredibly wretched.” 

Monsieur de La Mole came in. Julien quickly told him of his departure. 
“For where?” asked the marquis. 
“For Languedoc.” 
“No, if you please. I’m saving you for higher matters. If you do leave, it will be to the 

North...Accordingly, in military terms, I confine you to quarters. You will oblige me by never 
being absent for more than two or three hours. I may need you on very short notice.” 

“So,” he thought, “I can’t even take myself away! God knows how long the marquis is 
going to keep me here in Paris. Good God! What’s going to become of me? And I haven’t got a 
friend I can look to for advice. Father Pirard wouldn’t let me finish the first sentence; Count 
Altamira would suggest that I join him in some conspiracy. 

“But I’m insane, I know it. I’m out of my mind! 
“Who could help me, what’s going to happen?” 
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Chapter Eighteen: Terrible Times 

And she admits it to me! She tells me everything, every little detail! Her beautiful eyes, watching me so 
intently, show me the love she feels for someone else! 
—Schiller 

 
Thrilled to the bottom of her soul, Mademoiselle de La Mole could think of nothing but 

the happiness of having almost been killed. She even said it to herself: “He’s worthy of being 
my master, having been about to kill me. How many handsome young society men would have 
to be melted into one, to reach such a fit of passion?” 

She had to admit how really handsome he’d been when he’d climbed up on a chair, 
replacing the sword exactly as the decorator had so picturesquely hung it! “After all, I wasn’t so 
crazy, falling in love with him.” 

Just then, had she been offered some more or less honorable way of restarting their love 
affair, she’d gladly have taken it. Julien, who’d double-locked himself into his room, was 
overcome by the most violent despair. Among other crazy notions, he thought of throwing 
himself at her feet. If, instead of hiding himself in a secluded place, he had gone wandering in 
the garden and around the house, so he could be ready for whatever might happen, he might 
conceivably, in no more than a second, have changed his frightful misery into the liveliest 
happiness. 

But we’re now reproaching him for being deficient at what, had he not been thus lacking, 
would also have kept him from the sublime act of seizing the ancient sword which, at that very 
moment, had made him so handsome in Mademoiselle de La Mole’s eyes. So favorable to 
Julien, this whim lasted the whole day. Mathilde painted a charming picture for herself, 
composed of the brief moments when she had loved him; she mourned them. 

“Really,” she said to herself, “my passion for the poor boy only lasted, as far as he’s 
concerned, from one in the morning, when I saw him coming up his ladder, his pistols stuffed 
into his pocket, until eight the next morning. It was fifteen minutes later, as I was hearing 
mass at Sainte-Valerie, that I began to think he’d fancy himself my master, and might well try 
to force me into obeying him, using terror as his weapon.” 

After dinner, far from fleeing Julien, Mademoiselle de La Mole spoke to him and, as it 
were, coerced him into following her to the garden; he acquiesced. For him, it was a new sort 
of test. Not fully aware what she was doing, Mathilde yielded to the love she was beginning to 
feel for him once more. She took great delight in walking beside him, looking with great 
interest at his hands, which that morning had taken up the sword, intending to kill her. 

After that, and everything else that had happened, there could no longer be any question 
of conversing as once they had. 

Mathilde gradually began to talk to him, trustingly, intimately, about the state of her 
heart. She found an odd, sensual pleasure in this sort of talk; she began to tell him about her 
passing fancies for Monsieur de Croisenois, for Monsieur de Caylus... 

“No! For Monsieur de Caylus too!” Julien exclaimed, all the bitter jealousy of a discarded 
lover ringing in his words. That was how Mathilde took it, and was not a bit offended. 

She went on torturing Julien, detailing her sometime feelings in the most graphic fashion, 
and speaking both intimately and truthfully. He could tell she was describing what had really 
taken place. It was painful for him, noticing that as she spoke she was learning what was truly 
in her heart. 

Jealousy’s miseries cannot get much worse. 
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Suspecting that a rival is loved is horrible enough, but having the details of that love 
confessed to you, in detail, by the woman you adore is, surely, the worst of all miseries. 

How Julien was being punished for his arrogance, thinking himself favored over de Caylus 
and de Croisenois! With what intimate wretchedness and emotion he now exaggerated, to 
himself, every single one of their trifling advantages! With what ardent good faith he despised 
himself! 

Mathilde seemed to him adorable; words alone are too feeble to express his adoration. 
While walking beside her, he cast furtive glances at her hands, her feet, her queenly bearing. 
He was ready to fall at her feet, overpowered, annihilated by love and misery, and crying: 
“Have pity!” 

“And this bewitchingly beautiful woman, so far above all others, who once loved me, will 
surely soon be in love with Monsieur de Caylus!” 

Julien could not have doubted Mademoiselle de La Mole’s sincerity: the tone of truth was 
too obvious in everything she was saying. So that his misery might be absolutely complete, 
there were moments when, because she was remembering so intently what, at one time, she 
had felt for Monsieur de Caylus, Mathilde would speak as if she were in fact still in love with 
him. Plainly, there was love in her voice. Julien could hear it very clearly. 

Had his chest been filled with boiling lead, he would have suffered less. How could the 
poor fellow, brought to this pitch of misery, possibly have imagined that, precisely because she 
was speaking to him, Mademoiselle de La Mole took such great pleasure in summoning up the 
old love fancies she had felt, once upon a time, for Monsieur de Caylus or Monsieur de Luz? 

Nothing can describe Julien’s anguish. He was listening to these confiding, intimate 
details of the love she’d felt for others, even as they walked along the same row of lindens 
where, so few days before, he’d been waiting for the clock to sound and summon him to her 
room. No human soul can experience any greater misery. 

This kind of intimate cruelty went on for eight long days. Mathilde would sometimes 
seem to hunt for opportunities to speak to him, and would sometimes seem to do no more 
than keep herself from avoiding him. And the subject of their conversations, to which they 
both seemed to return, in a sort of ecstatic savagery, was the tale of her feelings for other men. 
She told him the letters she’d written, recalling even the precise words employed, sometimes 
reciting whole sentences from memory. Toward the end, she appeared to be contemplating 
Julien with a kind of malign pleasure. His sorrows were shining joys to her. 

It’s clear that Julien had no experience of life; he had not even read novels. Had he been a 
bit less gauche, and had he been able to say, coolly and calmly, to this young girl he so adored, 
and who told him such intimate and strange secrets: “Let’s face it; I may not be as lofty as all 
these other gentlemen, but just the same the one you love is me....” 

Perhaps she might have been happy to be understood. At least, his success would have 
been entirely dependent on the grace with which he’d expressed the idea, and the exact 
moment he’d chosen to say it. No matter what, he would have freed himself, and with positive 
effects for him, from a situation bound to become monotonous for her. 

“And you no longer love me, and I adore you!” Julien told her one day, frantic with love 
and misery. This stupidity was very nearly the worst he could have committed. 

His words destroyed, in the twinkling of an eye, all the pleasure Mademoiselle de La Mole 
had been finding, talking to him about the state of her heart. She began to be amazed that, 
after all of that, he had not taken offense at her accounts; she had started to think, just when 
he made this doltish remark, that perhaps he no longer loved her. “His pride has surely 
extinguished his love,” she had told herself. “He’s not a man to quietly listen to himself being 
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compared, unfavorably, to the likes of de Caylus, de Luz, de Croisenois, and admitting they’re 
better than he is. No, I won’t see him at my feet anymore!” 

In the days leading up to this moment, in all the innocence of his misery, Julien had often, 
and most sincerely, silently praised the brilliant qualities of these gentlemen; he even 
exaggerated them. This tendency had not escaped Mademoiselle de La Mole. It had amazed 
her. But she had not guessed its cause. Julien’s frantic soul, by praising a rival he thought 
loved, was identifying with the other’s happiness. 

His deeply candid, and totally stupid, remark changed everything in an instant. Certain of 
being loved, Mathilde utterly despised him. 

She had been walking with him when he’d spoken those blundering words; she left him 
on the spot, and her final glance expressed the most awful disgust. Back in the drawing room, 
she never looked at him again. The next day, scorn had completely taken over her heart. There 
was no longer any question of the urge that, for an entire week, had made her treat Julien as 
her most intimate friend. The very sight of him seemed disagreeable. Her feelings bordered on 
utter disgust; there can be no way to express the extraordinary contempt she felt when her 
eyes happened to fall on him. 

Julien had not understood anything of what had been going on in Mathilde’s heart, the 
past week, but he understood her contempt. He had the good sense to let himself be as 
invisible as he could, and never so much as glanced at her. 

But there was deadly pain in so completely depriving himself of her presence. He felt that 
his misery was constantly growing. “A man’s heart contains only so much courage,” he said to 
himself. He spent his days looking out his little window, up in the attic. He kept the blinds 
carefully though not fully closed; he could at least see Mademoiselle de La Mole when she 
went into the garden. 

How he felt, after dinner, when he saw her walking with Monsieur de Caylus, Monsieur 
de Luz, or someone else for whom, once upon a time, she had felt vague stirrings of love! 

Julien had not known such misery existed. He found himself at the edge of crying aloud; 
his once steady soul had been turned upside down, shaken awry from top to bottom. 

Thinking of anything other than Mademoiselle de La Mole had become obnoxious; he’d 
become incapable of composing even the simplest of letters. 

“You’ve gone crazy,” the marquis told him. 
Trembling at the thought of being found out, Julien spoke of sickness and even began to 

believe it. Luckily for him, the marquis amused himself at dinner, teasing Julien about his 
coming trip: Mathilde understood it might be a very long one. There had already been days 
when he simply fled from her, and the brilliant young gentlemen, possessing everything 
missing in this pale, grave person, previously so attractive to her, were quite unable, now, to 
distract her from her meditative reveries. 

“Any ordinary girl,” she told herself, “would have hunted among these young men for the 
one she wanted; they draw all the girls’ glances, in drawing rooms. But it is characteristic of 
genius not to let its thoughts be dragged into ruts ordinary minds have created. 

“When I’m with someone like Julien, who is deficient only in wealth, as I am not, I will 
always draw people’s attention; I will not go through life unnoticed. Far from endlessly 
worrying about a revolution, as all my cousins do—they’re so afraid of the common people 
that they won’t scold a coachman who takes them where they don’t want to go—I’ll make sure 
I play a role, and a great one, because the man I’ve chosen has real character, and boundless 
ambition. What is he lacking? Friends, money? I’ll give him all that.” But in her mind she 
rather tended to treat Julien as an inferior, someone to be loved when she felt like it. 
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Chapter Nineteen: Comic Opera 

O how this spring of love resembleth 
The uncertain glory of an April day, 
Which now shows all the beauty of the sun 
And by and by a cloud takes all away! 
—Shakespeare 

Busy with thoughts of the future, and the special role she expected to play, Mathilde soon 
began to long for the dry, metaphysical discussions she had often had with Julien. She could be 
wearied by such lofty notions, but sometimes she also missed the happy moments spent in his 
company. Nor did she remember these without feeling remorse, and at certain times it 
overwhelmed her. 

“But even having a weakness,” she told herself, “a girl like me deserves to forget her duty 
only for a man who’s worthy. It mustn’t be said that his handsome mustache, or the graceful 
way he mounts his horse, were what seduced me, but his far-seeing thoughts on France’s 
future, his perception of similarities between what’s going to swoop down on us and the 
British Revolution of 1688.1 And, yes, I’ve been seduced,” she replied to her sense of remorse, “I 
was a weak woman, but at least I wasn’t misled by merely external matters, like a brainless 
doll. 

“If there is another revolution, why couldn’t Julien play the role of Roland, and I the part 
of that Girondin leader, Madame Roland?2 I’d prefer being her to being Madame de Staël:3 in 
our time, personal immorality will be an obstacle. No one’s ever going to reproach me for 
falling twice; I’d die of shame.” 

Mathilde’s reveries weren’t all as somber as the notions just transcribed: that must be 
conceded. 

She looked at Julien, finding a charming grace in everything he did, no matter how 
unimportant. 

“No question about it,” she said to herself. “I’ve managed to crush out of him even the 
slimmest sense that he has any rights. 

“The wretched look, the profound passion with which the poor fellow told me he loved 
me, a week ago, surely proves it. Yes, it’s true, it was quite extraordinary how I flared up at 
words so glowing with respect, and spoken with such passion. I’m his wife, am I not? What he 
said was perfectly reasonable and, I must say, I found it pleasant. Julien still loves me, even 
after those endless conversations when all I talked to him about, and so cruelly—I agree—
were just vague stirrings of love, born out of the boredom of my existence, love that I imagined 

                                                             
1 The political turbulence of seventeenth-century Britain—the execution of Charles I, Cromwell’s protectorate, 
the return of the Stuarts under the protection of General Monck—was a constant point of reference for the 
revolutionary and postrevolutionary generations. The year 1688 was the time of the “Glorious Revolution,” 
which drove James II into exile and brought to the throne the more conciliatory (and Protestant) William of 
Orange and Mary Stuart, James’s daughter. 
2 Jean-Marie Roland de La Platière (1734–93) was a leader of the Girondin party (see note for p. 282, l. 26), 
minister of the interior in 1792; his wife, Jeanne-Marie (1754–93), was a highly educated woman whose 
influential salon was a gathering place for moderate Republicans. The Rolands opposed the execution of Louis 
XVI, which earned them the enmity of Robespierre and the Jacobins. Roland fled to Rouen in January 1793; 
hearing there of his wife’s execution, he killed himself. 
3 Madame de Staël’s (see note for p. 278, l. 1) list of reputed lovers included Talleyrand, the Count de Narbonne, 
Joseph Bonaparte, and especially Benjamin Constant. The story of their stormy affair is told from his 
perspective in the novel Adolphe, and from hers in Corinne. 
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I felt for those young aristocrats: he’s so jealous of them. Ah, if he knew how little danger they 
represent for me! how, when I compare them to Julien, they seem bloodless, all of them copies 
of one another.” 

As her mind shaped these notions, Mathilde was drawing random lines, in pencil, on a 
page in her sketchbook. One of the profiles she’d produced both amazed and delighted her: it 
was strikingly like Julien. “It’s the voice of heaven! This is one of love’s miracles,” she exclaimed 
to herself, ecstatically. “Now I’ll surely draw his portrait.” 

She ran up to her room, shut herself in, and set to work, trying hard to really draw a 
portrait of Julien. But she could not: the profile she’d drawn by accident always resembled him 
most closely. She was utterly enchanted: it seemed to her proof positive of a great passion. 

She didn’t close her sketchbook until much later, when her mother called her to go to the 
Italian opera. There was only one idea in her head: catch Julien’s attention, so she could get 
her mother to have him accompany them to the performance. 

He did not appear; the only people with whom the ladies shared their box were some dull 
commoners. During the opera’s first act, Mathilde dreamed most passionately of the man she 
loved. But in the second act—sung, it must be admitted, to a melody worthy of Cimarosa4—
she heard a maxim about love, and it pierced her to the heart. The heroine was proclaiming: “I 
must be punished for loving him so wildly; I love him far too much!” 

From the moment Mathilde heard this sublime aria, the whole world seemed to disappear 
for her. She was spoken to; she did not reply. Her mother was scolding her, but Mathilde could 
barely see the marquise. Her ecstasy reached an exalted, passionate state comparable to the 
most violent sensations that, for some time, Julien had been feeling for her. The divinely 
graceful aria, in which she heard the strikingly apposite maxim, filled every moment when she 
was not thinking directly of Julien. Her love of music, that night, left her feeling as Madame de 
Rênal always had, when thinking of Julien. Mind-made love is of course subtler than true love, 
but its moments of enthusiasm are limited: it understands itself too well; it is always 
evaluating, passing judgment. Rather than deranging the mind, it throbs only to the beating of 
thought. 

Returning to the house, no matter what Madame de La Mole might say, Mathilde claimed 
she was feeling feverish, and spent much of the night playing the melody, over and over, on 
her piano. She sang the words of the famous aria5 that had so charmed her: 

Devo punirmi, devo punirmi, Se troppo amai, etc. 
I must be punished, I must be punished, I love him too much. 
After that wild night, she believed she’d managed to triumph over her love. 
(Writing these things, I know, will still further injure this unfortunate author. Prigs and 

prudes will accuse me of indecency. But it does no harm to young women, shining so 
brilliantly in Parisian drawing rooms, to suggest that one, just one, among them might be 
susceptible to the insane acts disfiguring Mathilde’s character. She’s a completely imaginary 
person, and indeed conceived well outside the manners and mores which, in the pages of 
history, will secure such a distinguished place for our nineteenth-century civilization. 

(It is, after all, not prudence that might be thought deficient, among the young girls who 
have ornamented this winter season’s dances and balls. 

(Nor do I think anyone can accuse them of excessive scorn for glittering fortunes, horses, 
handsome estates, and everything that guarantees a fine position in the world. Far from feeling 

                                                             
4 Domenico Cimarosa (1749–1801), Italian composer. He and Mozart were Stendhal’s favorite composers; his 
comic operas were very successful in Paris. 
5 Mathilde’s aria has not been found in any known opera. 
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bored by all such advantages, these are usually precisely what they have their hearts most set 
upon. And if there is passion in their hearts, it is these things that have aroused it. 

(Nor is it love that beclouds the fortunes of gifted young men like Julien. They tie 
themselves by unbreakable bonds to some coterie and, when the coterie makes its fortune, 
society rains down on them all the good things it has to offer. But woe to the learned man who 
belongs to no coterie: even his minor, distinctly doubtful successes will be criticized, and 
noble virtue will be victorious, stealing them away. 

(Ah, my dear sir: a novel is a mirror, taking a walk down a big road. Sometimes you’ll see 
nothing but blue skies; sometimes you’ll see the muck in the mud piles along the road. And 
you’ll accuse the man carrying the mirror in his basket of being immoral! His mirror reflects 
muck, so you’ll accuse the mirror, too! Why not also accuse the highway where the mud is 
piled, or, more strongly still, the street inspector who leaves water wallowing in the roads, so 
the mud piles can come into being. 

(Then we’re all agreed: Mathilde’s character is impossible, in this time we live in, this age 
no less prudent than virtuous. I suspect you’ll find it less irritating, now, as I continue telling 
the tale of this lovable girl’s foolishness.) 

All the next day, she watched for chances to reaffirm her triumph over wild passion. Her 
central goal was to offend Julien in every possible way; still, nothing she did escaped him. 

Julien was too miserable, and above all too shaken, to comprehend so complicated a 
passionate maneuver; still less was he able to understand how strongly positive were her 
feelings about him. Her maneuver still further defeated him: never, in all probability, had his 
misery been so extreme. His mind had so little control over his actions that, if some sour-
tongued philosopher had said to him—”Think how you can quickly take advantage of any 
favorable inclinations. In this sort of mind-made love, as one sees it in Paris, no state of being 
lasts longer than two days”—Julien would not have understood him. But however excited, 
however exalted he might be, he retained his sense of honor. His primary responsibility was 
discretion; he understood that. To seek advice, to tell his suffering to the first person who 
came along, would have been, for him, happiness like that experienced by the lost soul who, 
crossing a burning desert, is blessed by a falling drop of ice-cold water. He knew the danger, 
he was sure he’d reply to any indiscreet questioner with a flood of tears; he shut himself in his 
room. 

He saw Mathilde walking in the garden, at some length. When she left, he went down. He 
went over to a bush from which she had plucked a flower. 

It was a dark night; he could let himself feel all his misery without fear of being seen. It 
was obvious to him that Mademoiselle de La Mole was in love with one of the young officers; 
she had just been talking and laughing with a group of them. She had loved him, but she had 
recognized how unworthy of her he was. 

“And, really, I’m not worth very much,” Julien told himself, with deep conviction. “All in 
all, I’m exceedingly dull, very common, terribly boring to other people, unbearable to myself.” 
He was fatally revolted by every one of his good qualities, by everything he had once loved 
with such enthusiasm, and in this state of inverted imagination he set himself to judging life in 
terms of imagination. This is decidedly a superior man’s mistake. 

Several times the idea of suicide came to him. It had many attractions, it was like some 
delicious sleep, it was a whole glass of ice water offered to the wretch who, in a desert, is dying 
of thirst and heat. 

“My death would make her despise me even more!” he cried to himself. “What a memory 
I’d leave behind me!” 
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Fallen into this final abyss of misery, the only resource a human being has left is courage. 
Julien wasn’t clever enough to tell himself: “I have to keep trying.” But as he looked up at the 
window of Mathilde’s room, he saw through the blinds that she had put out her light. He 
pictured to himself that charming room, which he had seen, alas, only once in his life. His 
imagination could reach no further. 

He heard the clock sounding one, and he listened, and then he said, in a flash: “I’m going 
to climb up the ladder.” 

This was a stroke of genius; good arguments came flocking after. “Could I be more 
miserable?” he asked himself. He ran over to the ladder; the gardener had chained it in place. 
Breaking the cocking hammer off one of his pistols, and working, now, with superhuman 
strength, he twisted a link from the chain and, in minutes, had the ladder set against 
Mathilde’s window. 

“She’s going to be furious, she’ll pour scorn on me, but who cares? I’ll kiss her, a final kiss, 
then I’ll go up to my room and I’ll kill myself. .. my lips will touch her cheek before I die!” 

He flew up the ladder, he knocked on the blinds. In a few moments Mathilde heard him, 
she tried to open the blinds, but the ladder was in the way. Julien clamped his fingers around 
the iron hook (meant to hold the blinds open) and, at the continuing risk of dashing himself to 
the ground, shook the ladder so violently that it moved to one side. Mathilde was able to open 
the blinds. 

He threw himself into the room, more dead than alive. 
“So it’s you!”6 she said, as she ran into his arms.... 
Who could describe Julien’s overflowing happiness? Mathilde’s was almost as great. 
She became her own enemy; she denounced herself to him: 
“Punish me for my horrible pride,” she told him, wrapping him so tightly in her arms that 

she nearly suffocated him. “You’re my master, I’m your slave, I need to beg your pardon, on my 
knees, for having revolted against you.” She left his arms and fell at his feet. “Yes, you’re my 
master,” she told him, still drunk with happiness and love. “Rule over me forever; punish your 
slave, harshly, when she tries to revolt.” 

The next minute, she pulled herself away from him, lit a candle—and then Julien had to 
struggle hard, to keep her from cutting off her hair, all down the one side. 

“I want to remember,” she told him, “that I’m your servant. If I’m ever overwhelmed by 
my disgusting pride, just show me this hair and say: ’It’s no longer a question of love, nor is it a 
matter of what emotion you feel in your heart, at this moment. You have sworn to obey: On 
your honor, obey.’” 

But it’s better to suppress the details of such frenzy, such happiness. 
Julien’s valor matched his happiness. “I must go back down the ladder,” he told Mathilde, 

“when we can see dawn shining on the distant chimneys, off to the east, on the other side of 
the gardens. The sacrifice I impose on myself is worthy of you. I will be depriving myself of 
hours spent in the most amazing happiness the human heart can taste, but it’s a sacrifice I 
make on behalf of your reputation. If you know my heart, you know the violence I’m doing to 
myself. Will you always be to me what you are at this moment? But honor speaks for you; it is 
enough. Let me inform you that, since we were first together, suspicion has not been directed 
solely at burglars. Monsieur de La Mole has set up a watch in the garden. Monsieur de 
Croisenois is surrounded by spies; they know everything he does, each and every night....” 

                                                             
6 “C’est donc toi!” in French; Mathilde uses the intimate tu form with Julien for the first time. 
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Hearing this, Mathilde roared with laughter. Her mother and one of the maids were 
awakened; suddenly Mathilde was being spoken to, through the closed door. Julien looked at 
her: she was pale, even as she scolded the maid and refused to speak to her mother. 

“But if they think of opening their windows, they’ll see the ladder!” he told her. 
He wound her one final time in his arms, then threw himself down the ladder, sliding 

rather than climbing down; he was on the ground almost instantly. 
Three seconds later, the ladder was under the arching linden trees, and Mathilde’s honor 

had been preserved. Julien came back to his senses and found himself covered with blood and 
very nearly naked: he had been hurt, letting himself slide down so precipitously. 

Surging happiness had given him all his rightful energy: twenty men might have come at 
him, and to attack them by himself would, just then, have been only one more delight. Luckily, 
his military valor was not put to the proof. He set the ladder back in its usual place; he 
replaced the chain he’d taken off, nor did he forget to erase, in the bed of exotic flowers under 
Mathilde’s window, the imprint left by the ladder. 

As, in the darkness, he wiped his hand along the soft earth, making sure the imprint had 
indeed been completely effaced, he felt something fall on his hands. It was her hair, all down 
one side, which she had cut off and thrown to him. 

She was at her window. 
“Here’s what your servant sends you,” she told him, not at all softly. “It’s the sign of 

eternal obedience. I surrender my capacity to make judgments: be my master.” 
Overcome, Julien was ready to pick up the ladder and climb back up to her. At last, 

reason prevailed. 
Getting back into the house, from the garden, was not at all easy. He finally managed to 

force a cellar door; when he reached the main part of the house he had to break open, as 
quietly as he could, the door to his room. In his concern and excitement, he had left 
everything in the little room he’d fled from so rapidly, including the key, which was in his suit 
pocket. “Just as long,” he thought, “as she thinks of hiding all those fatal clothes!” 

At last, weariness overcame happiness and, just as the sun was rising, he fell into a deep 
sleep. 

It was not easy for the lunchtime bell to awaken him; he appeared in the dining room. 
Mathilde came in shortly afterward. Julien’s pride flared with happiness, seeing the love 
shining in the eyes of this extraordinarily beautiful woman, surrounded as she was by such 
homage. But prudence soon had reason to be frightened. 

Pretending that she’d not had time to do her hair properly, Mathilde had so arranged it 
that he could see, at a glance, the full extent of the sacrifice she’d made for him in cutting off 
her hair the night before. If so beautiful a face could be spoiled by anything, Mathilde had 
managed it. One whole side of her ash blonde hair had been cut within half an inch of her 
head. 

During lunch, Mathilde’s behavior fully lived up to this initial recklessness. It might have 
been supposed that she was determined to let the whole world know her wild passion for 
Julien. Fortunately, the Marquis and Marquise de La Mole were preoccupied, that day, with a 
list of high decorations7 to be awarded, and which did not include Monsieur de Chaulnes. 
Toward the end of the meal, it happened that Mathilde, who was speaking to Julien, called him 
my master. He reddened to the white of his eyes. 

                                                             
7 Again, the cordon bleu of the Order of the Holy Spirit (see note for p. 264, ll. 14–15). 
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Whether by chance, or because Madame de la Mole had been careful to arrange it that 
way, Mathilde was not left alone at any time during the entire day. But that evening, as they 
were going from the dining room into the drawing room, she found a moment to say to Julien: 

“Don’t think this is an excuse, on my part, but my mother has just decided that one of her 
maids is going to spend nights in my room.” 

The day went by like lightning. Julien was bursting with joy. Starting at seven in the 
morning, the next day, he was at his place in the library. He hoped Mademoiselle de la Mole 
would take the trouble to come there: he had written her an enormously long letter. 

He did not see her until hours later, at lunch. She’d done her hair, this time, with 
immense care: with incredible artfulness, all the hair she had cut off seemed never to have 
disappeared. She looked at Julien, once or twice, but her eyes were polite and calm, and there 
was no longer any question of calling him my master. 

Julien’s astonishment stopped him from breathing...Mathilde was reproaching herself for 
virtually everything she had done for him. 

After more mature thought, she’d decided he was someone, not perhaps completely 
common, but at least not sufficiently extraordinary to deserve all the strange foolishness she 
had dared on his behalf. All in all, she was scarcely thinking about love; she was wearied by 
love, that day. 

Julien’s heart was leaping like that of a boy of sixteen. Terrible doubt, amazement, 
despair, all took their turn, during lunch, which seemed to him to last forever. As soon as he 
could decently rise from the table, he very nearly threw himself, rather than merely running, 
toward the stable, saddled his horse without waiting for a stable hand, and left at a gallop. He 
dreaded dishonoring himself by some show of weakness. “I need to kill my heart with physical 
exertion, with fatigue,” he said to himself as he galloped in the Meudon woods.8 “What have I 
done, what have I said, to deserve such a disgrace? 

“Today, I must do nothing, I must say nothing,” he thought, as he returned. “I’m just as 
dead physically as I am mentally. Monsieur Julien is no longer alive. This is his corpse that 
keeps on moving.” 

                                                             
8 Forest west of Paris, near Saint-Cloud. 
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His heart did not understand, at first, the full extent of his misery; he was more upset than moved. But as 
his mind was restored, slowly, to rationality, he came to feel the depth of his misfortune. For him, life’s 
pleasures were completely annihilated: all he could feel was the sharp point of despair, as it cut into him. But 
what’s the use of speaking about physical pain? What merely bodily suffering is the equal of this? 
—Jean-Paul1 

The dinner bell was sounding; Julien barely had time to dress. When he reached the 
dining room, he found Mathilde, who was pleading with her brother and Monsieur de 
Croisenois not to attend the party at Suresnes, the home of Madame de Fervaques, the 
marshall’s widow. 

It would have been difficult for her to be more captivating or pleasant. After dinner, they 
were joined by Messieurs de Luz, de Caylus, and several of their friends. It might have been 
said that Mademoiselle de La Mole had resumed, not merely her worship of fraternal affection, 
but also the most demanding observance of social convention. Though the weather was lovely 
that night, she insisted they should not go into the garden; she wished them to stay near the 
easy chair in which, as usual, Madame de La Mole was sitting. The blue sofa was clearly to be 
the group’s center, as it had been that winter. 

Mathilde was ill disposed to the garden, or at least it left her totally indifferent: it was 
connected to memories of Julien. 

Misery weakens the mind. Our hero was awkward enough to stand close to the little straw 
chair, which had once witnessed such brilliant victories. No one said a word to him, today; his 
presence was imperceptible—or worse. Those of Mademoiselle de La Mole’s friends seated at 
the far end of the sofa, near him, tried to turn their backs to him, or at least he had that 
impression. 

“I’ve fallen out of favor at court,” he thought. He wanted to study, for a moment, these 
people who were pretending to crush him with their disdain. 

Monsieur de Luz’s uncle held a high position, close to the king, so as newcomers joined 
the group, the handsome young officer began the conversation, each and every time, with 
striking news: his uncle had departed for Saint-Cloud at seven that morning, and expected to 
be there that evening, and to stay there that night. This information was conveyed in what 
seemed complete geniality, but it was always set forth. 

Watching Monsieur de Croisenois with the harsh eye of misery, Julien noticed the 
extraordinary importance which that friendly, and so very handsome, young man attributed to 
occult forces. He carried this so far that his face darkened and he turned sullen when he saw 
even a mildly important event explained by some simple, entirely natural cause. “He’s more 
than a bit crazy,” Julien said to himself. “This sounds strikingly like Emperor Alexander2 of 
Russia, as Prince Korasoff described him to me.” During his first year in Paris, after leaving the 
seminary, dazzled by the utterly novel graces of all these genial young gentlemen, Julien could 
not help admiring them. Their real character was just beginning to reveal itself. 

“I’m playing an unworthy role, here,” he suddenly thought. How was he to get away from 
his little straw chair without being horribly clumsy? He tried to think of a way, but this was 
setting novel problems for a mind already elsewhere occupied. He fell back on his memory, 

                                                             
1 Pen name of Johann Paul Friedrich Richter (1763–1825), German Romantic writer greatly influenced by 
Rousseau. 
2 Czar Alexander I (born 1777, reigned 1801–25), grew increasingly mystic and erratic in his later years. His 
death was never officially certified, and there were rumors that he had actually abdicated and withdrawn to a 
monastery. 
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which was, it has to be admitted, not very rich in resources of this kind. The poor fellow was 
still uneasy with social custom, so he seemed perfectly clumsy, as well as perfectly obvious, 
when he rose to leave the drawing room. Misery was all too obvious in everything he did. He 
had played, for three-quarters of an hour, the role of a supplicant underling, from whom no 
one bothers to hide exactly what they think of him. 

The critical observations he had just made about his rivals, however, kept him from 
treating his misery too tragically, and to solace his pride he had the memory of what had taken 
place two nights earlier. “Whatever advantages they may have over me,” he thought, walking 
alone in the garden, “Mathilde has never been to any of them what, twice in her life, she’s been 
willing to be for me.” 

It was as far as his wisdom went. He had absolutely no comprehension of this bizarre 
woman’s character, she whom Fate had made complete mistress of his happiness. 

He spent the day trying to kill, by way of weariness, both himself and his horse. In the 
evening, he carefully stayed away from the blue sofa, to which Mathilde remained faithful. He 
noticed that Count Norbert would not so much as look at him, when they crossed paths in the 
house. “It must be violently difficult,” he thought, “for such a naturally polite man.” 

For Julien, sleep would have been happiness. Despite his fatigued body, wonderfully 
alluring memories began to take over his imagination. He was not clever enough to see that 
long days of riding through the woods near Paris affected him, and him only; they had no 
effect on Mathilde’s heart, or on her mind. He was leaving his destiny entirely up to chance. 

He fancied that there was one thing which would be infinitely soothing to his sorrows: it 
would be to speak to Mathilde. And yet, what could he dare say to her? 

And this is what, at seven in the morning, he was dreamily considering when, suddenly, 
he saw her come into the library. 

“I’m aware, sir, that you wish to speak to me.” 
“Good Lord! Who said that to you?” 
“I know it: why does it matter how? If you’re not a man of honor, you can destroy me, or 

at least attempt to. But such a danger, which I do not consider real, will certainly not prevent 
me from being honest. I no longer love you, sir. My insane imagination deluded me....” 

After this terrible blow, frantic with love and misery, Julien attempted to argue himself 
back into favor. Nothing could have been more absurd. Argue yourself out of being disliked? 
But reason no longer had any control over his actions. Blind instinct compelled him to delay 
this final determination of his fate. He felt that, while he was still talking, it would not be all 
over. Mathilde did not listen to him; the sound of his words irritated her. She could not have 
believed he’d have the audacity to interrupt her. 

Remorse, caused by virtue and by pride, had made her, that morning, equally wretched. 
To some extent, she was overwhelmed by a frightful idea: she had given claims on herself to a 
petty priest, a peasant’s son. “This is almost the same,” she told herself, in moments of 
exaggerating her misery, “as if I had to reproach myself, having had a weakness for one of the 
servants.” 

For proud, bold spirits, it’s a short step from anger at themselves to anger at others. Wild 
fury is, in such cases, a lively pleasure. 

In a flash, Mathilde soared into action, covering Julien with furiously exaggerated 
contempt. She had immense resources, especially in the arts of torturing people’s vanity and 
inflicting the most savage wounds. 

For the first time in his life, Julien found himself subjected to the workings of a superior 
mind, motivated by extraordinary hatred, and entirely directed at him. He was unable even to 
think of defending himself; indeed, he began to share her burning contempt. As he heard 
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Mathilde heaping up her disdain, her cruelties, all cleverly calculated to destroy whatever good 
opinion he might have had of himself, he felt she was right, and she could not have said 
enough of such things. 

She herself felt a delicious, thrilling pride in thus punishing herself, and him, for the 
worship of him that, several days earlier, had so overcome her. 

There was no need for her to create out of nothing, or to plan for the first time, the cruel 
things she spoke with such satisfaction. All she had to do was repeat what the anti-love forces, 
deep in her heart, had already been saying for a week. 

The things she said kept multiplying Julien’s terrible misery. He tried to run off; 
Mademoiselle de La Mole held him where he was, with an authoritative grip on his arm. 

“Take notice, please,” he said, “that you’re speaking very loudly. You’ll be heard in the 
next room.” 

“I don’t care!” she responded haughtily. “Who’s going to dare tell me they’ve overheard 
me? I want to cure—forever!—any ideas your petty vanity may have had about me.” 

When Julien was able to leave the library, he was so stunned that he actually could not 
feel his misery so deeply as before. “Well! She doesn’t love me anymore,” he kept repeating 
aloud, as if to help himself determine his position. “She has apparently loved me for a week or 
so—and I, I’ll love her forever. 

“How can it be possible that, just a few days ago, she had absolutely no place in my heart, 
none whatever!” 

Mathilde’s heart was flooded with delighted pride. She had managed to break with him 
forever! To triumph so completely, over so powerful a passion, made her perfectly happy. 
“Now this little gentleman will understand, once and for all, that he neither has nor will have 
the slightest dominion over me.” She was so intensely happy that, truthfully, at that moment 
there was no love left in her. 

After such an awful scene, as humiliating as it was dreadful, love would have become 
impossible for anyone less impassioned than Julien. Without forgetting for an instant what she 
owed herself, Mademoiselle de La Mole had directed distasteful remarks at him, deftly 
calculated to seem truths even when remembered more calmly. 

The conclusion Julien had drawn, in the first moments that followed such an astonishing 
scene, was that Mathilde’s pride was boundless. He believed firmly that, between them, 
everything was finished forever, and yet the next day, at lunch, he was awkward and shy in her 
presence. It was not a failing that, until then, he could have been reproached with. In little as 
in large matters, he knew precisely what he was owed, and what he wanted to do, and he did 
it. 

That day, after lunch, when Madame de La Mole was asking him for a seditious and 
distinctly rare pamphlet, brought to the library that morning by her parish priest, Julien 
knocked over an old vase, in blue porcelain, and almost inconceivably ugly. 

Madame de La Mole stood up, uttering a cry of distress, and came nearer, to look at the 
shattered pieces of her precious vase. “This was from old Japan,” she said. “It came to me from 
my great aunt, the Abbess at Chelles.3 It had been a present from the Dutch to the Duke 
d’Orléans, when he was Regent of France, and he had given it to his daughter....” 

Mathilde had been watching her mother, delighted to see the blue vase broken; it had 
always seemed to her horribly ugly. Julien said nothing, not particularly upset. He saw 
Mademoiselle de La Mole quite near him. 

                                                             
3 Aristocratic convent east of Paris. The Regent Duke d’Orléan’s daughter Louise-Adélaïde was Abbess of 
Chelles in the early eighteenth century. 
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“This vase,” he told her, “has been destroyed forever, as has also been destroyed a feeling 
that used to be master of my heart. Please accept my apologies for all the stupidities I have 
committed.” And he left. 

“One might say, really,” said Madame de La Mole as he walked out, “that this Monsieur 
Sorel is both proud and pleased by what he’s just done.” 

Her words fell directly on Mademoiselle de La Mole’s heart. “It’s true,” she said to herself. 
“My mother has guessed correctly: that was exactly how he felt.” And then the joy she had 
been feeling, because of the scene she’d created for him the night before, ceased to exist. “So, 
it’s all over,” she told herself, apparently quite calmly. “What remains to me is a frightful 
warning. This is a ghastly mistake, and humiliating! It ought to be enough to keep me sensible, 
and for the whole rest of my life.” 

“Why didn’t I speak the truth?” thought Julien. “Why does the love I had for this crazy 
female still torment me?” 

This love, far from flickering out, as he had hoped it would, made rapid progress. “She’s 
crazy, of course she is,” he told himself. “But does that make her less adorable? Is it possible to 
be prettier? Isn’t every vivid pleasure the most elegant of civilizations can offer—isn’t all of it 
absolutely, perfectly united in Mademoiselle de La Mole?” These memories of past happiness 
overwhelmed Julien, and rapidly tore down what reason had tried to erect. 

Reason fights in vain against memories of this kind. Its hardest labors only add to their 
charm. 

Twenty-four hours after the old Japanese vase was broken, Julien was without question 
one of the most miserable men on earth. 
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Because everything I’m telling you, I’ve seen for myself. And if I might have been deceiving myself, seeing it, 
I certainly won’t deceive you, telling it. 
—A Letter to the Author 

The marquis summoned him. Monsieur de La Mole seemed rejuvenated, his eyes were 
sparkling. 

“Let’s talk about that memory of yours,” he said to Julien. “I’m told it’s prodigious! Could 
you learn four pages by heart, and go to London, and recite them back? But not changing a 
word...” 

The marquis was irritably crumpling up that day’s The Legitimist, and trying, 
unsuccessfully, to disguise an intense seriousness, unlike anything Julien had ever seen in him, 
even when they’d been dealing with the de Frilair lawsuit. 

Julien had seen enough of how these things were done; he felt sure he was supposed to 
appear taken in by all the marquis’s casual talk. 

“That issue of The Legitimist may not be very interesting. But, if monsieur will allow me, 
tomorrow morning I will have the honor to recite it back to you, complete and entire.” 

“Ha! Even the advertisements?” 
“Word for word, and not one missing.” 
“On your honor?” replied the marquis, suddenly very serious indeed. 
“Yes, sir. What might trouble my memory, and only this, would be worrying that I might 

somehow fail to keep my word.” 
“It’s only that, yesterday, I forgot to ask you the question. Nor need I ask you to swear 

never to repeat what you’re going to hear: I know you too well to thus insult you. I have 
answered for you. I’m going to conduct you to a drawing room, in which there will be twelve 
people. You will take notes on what each of them says. 

“Don’t be concerned: this will not be a disorderly conversation; each will speak when his 
turn arrives. I don’t mean in some formal sequence,” the marquis added, returning to the light, 
subtle way so natural to him. “While we are speaking, you will write perhaps twenty pages. 
We’ll come back here, you and I, and we’ll reduce those twenty pages to four. These are the 
four pages you will recite back to me, tomorrow morning, instead of the whole issue of The 
Legitimist. You’ll leave for London soon afterward. You will have to travel as a young pleasure 
seeker. Your goal: not to be noticed by anyone. In London, you will go to a very great person. 
Once there, you’ll need a good deal more skill. It will be a question of deceiving all those who 
surround him: whether among his secretaries, or whether among his servants, there are people 
who have been bought by our enemies, and who are on the watch for our agents, whenever 
they come, so as to intercept them. 

“You will carry a letter of recommendation, of no significance. 
“The moment His Excellency looks at you, you will take out my watch, which I hereby 

lend you for this trip. Take it, now, while we’re on the subject, and let me have yours. 
“The duke himself will be prepared to write down, while you dictate to him, the four 

pages you will have memorized. That done, but—note this carefully—not before, you may, if 
His Excellency questions you, tell him about the meeting you are going to attend. 

“It may help you to avoid boredom, along the way, to be aware that, between Paris and 
the minister’s house, there are people who would ask for nothing better than to put a bullet 
into Father Sorel. For then his mission would be over, and everything would be much 
delayed—you see, my dear fellow, how would we know you’re dead? Your zeal won’t be much 
help, then, in sending us notice. 
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“Go, right now, and buy yourself totally new clothes,” the marquis continued seriously. 
“Make yourself look like a fashionable young man of two years ago. For tonight, you must 
seem rather unkempt. Once you’re on your way, on the other hand, you will dress as you 
usually do. Are you startled? Will your sense of mistrust help you guess? Yes, my friend: one of 
the venerable people you’re going to be listening to, telling us his opinions, is very capable of 
sending out information, as a result of which you might very well be given a dose of opium, 
tonight, in some nice little inn where you’ll have ordered yourself supper.” 

“It might be better,” said Julien, “to go forty or fifty miles farther, rather than by the direct 
route. It’s Rome I’ll be going to, I suppose....” 

The marquis looked at him with a haughtiness, and a dissatisfaction, that Julien had not 
seen since Upper Bray. 

“You’ll know that, sir, when I consider it proper to tell you. I don’t like questions.” 
“That wasn’t a question,” Julien replied volubly. “I swear it, sir. I was thinking out loud, 

trying in my head to find the safest route.” 
“Yes, it did seem that your mind was far away. Do not forget that an ambassador, and 

above all one of your age, should never seem to be seeking information he has not been 
offered.” 

Julien was deeply mortified: he had been wrong. His vanity hunted for some excuse, and 
found none. 

“Realize, also,” added Monsieur de La Mole, “that we always tend to appeal to our hearts, 
when we’ve done something foolish.” 

An hour later, Julien came back to the marquis, dressed like a very junior employee, in old 
clothes, with a tie not entirely white, and a generally priggish appearance. 

The marquis roared with laughter, seeing him, and only then was Julien’s vindication 
complete. 

“If this young man betrays me,” Monsieur de La Mole said to himself, “in whom might I 
trust? Yet when it comes to doing what must be done, somebody has to be trusted. My son and 
his glowing friends are every one of them brave, they’ve got loyalty enough for a hundred 
thousand men. If they have to fight, they’ll die on the steps of the throne. They understand 
everything. .. except exactly what, right now, needs to be done. I’ll be damned if I can see one 
of them who’s capable of memorizing four pages and traveling a hundred and fifty miles 
without being sniffed out. Norbert would know how to get himself killed, as his ancestors 
did—but so can a peasant drafted into the army....” 

The marquis dropped into deep thoughtfulness: “And still, when it comes to getting 
himself killed, perhaps this young Sorel would do that as well as my son....” 

“Let’s get into the carriage,” said the marquis, as if repelling an unwelcome idea. 
“Sir,” said Julien, “while they were mending this suit, I memorized the first page of today’s 

Legitimist.” 
The marquis took the paper; Julien recited it, without a word out of place. “Good,” said 

the marquis, very diplomatic that evening. “While we’ve been doing this,” he thought, “the 
young man has been paying no attention to the streets we’re traveling along.” 

They came to a large, rather dismal drawing room, one part of it paneled and another 
draped in green velvet. In the center of the room, a sullen servant finished setting up a large 
table, meant for dining, which, by means of a huge green tablecloth, heavily ink-spotted, 
plainly discarded by some minister’s office, he then changed into a table at which business 
could be conducted. 



Chapter Twenty-One: The Secret Note 
 

 

The master of the house was an enormous man, never named; Julien thought both his 
face and his speech showed someone who was slow to act, concerned mostly with his own 
digestive processes. 

The marquis had signaled Julien to remain at the lower end of the table. To keep from 
seeming out of place, he busied himself, sharpening quill pens. Out of the corner of his eyes he 
counted seven participants, though he could see only their backs. Two of them were speaking 
to Monsieur de La Mole as if they were his equals; the others seemed more or less deferential. 

A new participant entered; there was no announcement. How odd, Julien thought: no one 
is ever announced in this drawing room. Is this a precaution taken in my honor? To welcome 
this latest attendee, everyone rose. Like three others, he wore the most exalted of all medals. 
Conversation was hushed. All Julien could go on, as he sought to shape an opinion of the 
newcomer, was his face and his bearing. He was short, stocky, of very high color; his eyes 
sparkled and showed no expression but the malice of a wild boar. 

Julien’s attention was diverted by the immediate arrival of someone utterly different. This 
was a tall and exceedingly thin man, wearing three or four vests. His eyes were gentle, his 
movements polished. 

“He looks a lot like the old Bishop of Besançon,” thought Julien. He was obviously an 
ecclesiastic, apparently of no more than fifty or fifty-five: no one could have looked more 
paternal. 

The young Bishop of Agde appeared, and seemed distinctly surprised, looking down the 
table, to see Julien. He had not spoken a word to our hero since the ceremony at Upper Bray. 
His startled glance embarrassed and irritated Julien. “Lord!” he said to himself. “Is knowing 
someone always going to be a disaster? All these great lords, none of whom I’ve ever seen, 
don’t intimidate me a bit, and yet this young bishop’s glance freezes my bones! I’m obliged to 
agree with him; I’m an odd fellow, and a most unfortunate one.” 

A very short man with exceedingly dark skin soon came in, accompanied by a good deal 
of noise and fuss. He began speaking the moment he was inside the door. His complexion was 
yellowish; he seemed rather mad. As soon as this unstoppable talker entered, the earlier 
arrivals clustered in groups, apparently to avoid the boredom of having to listen to him. 

As they moved away from the fireplace, they came closer to the end of the table where 
Julien sat. He grew more and more embarrassed: in the end, no matter what efforts he made, 
he could not fail to understand their words, and no matter how little experience he possessed, 
he could not fail to understand, and quite fully, the importance of the things they were very 
openly discussing. Yet how strongly these seemingly lofty persons, though under his 
surveillance, must desire their proceedings to remain secret! 

Working slowly, carefully, Julien had already sharpened twenty quill pens. His supply of 
pens was going to run out. He tried to see some directive in Monsieur de La Mole’s glance, but 
the marquis had forgotten him. 

“What I’m doing is ridiculous,” Julien told himself while sharpening his pens. “But people 
with rather mediocre faces, and given—by others or by themselves—such huge 
responsibilities, are surely highly sensitive. There’s something unfortunately too inquisitive, 
and too little respectful, about the way I look at people, and obviously I annoy them. But if I sit 
here with my eyes lowered, it will seem as if I’m trying to soak up their words.” 

His embarrassment was intense: he was hearing some bizarre things. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two: The Discussion 

The Republic: for each person, today, prepared to sacrifice everything for the public good, there are 
thousands—millions—who acknowledge nothing but their pleasure, their vanity. Your reputation, in Paris, 
is based on your horse and carriage, and not on your virtue. 
—Napoleon, Memoirs 
A servant hurried in, calling: “Monsieur the Duke of ———.” 
“Shut up: you’re nothing but a fool,” said the duke as he came in. He spoke these words so 

well, and so majestically that, in spite of himself, Julien understood that knowing how to 
display anger at a servant was all the knowledge this great man possessed. Julien raised his 
eyes, then quickly lowered them. He had so well grasped the new arrival’s importance that, 
trembling, he hoped his glance had not been an indiscretion. 

The duke was a man of fifty, dressed like a dandy, with a jaunty step. His head was 
narrow, his nose was large and aquiline, as was his face: it would have been difficult to have a 
bearing nobler or less significant. His coming signaled the meeting’s start. 

Julien’s psychophysiological observations were interrupted by Monsieur de La Mole’s 
voice: 

“Let me introduce you to Monsieur Sorel,” the marquis said. “He has been endowed with 
an astonishing memory. I spoke to him only an hour ago, about the mission with which he’s to 
be honored, and in order to give me proof of his memory, he learned by heart the first page of 
today’s Legitimist.” 

“Ah, the news from abroad, about that poor fellow, N———,” said the master of the 
house. He picked up the newspaper, hurriedly, and gave Julien an amused glance, wanting to 
demonstrate his importance: “Speak, sir,” he directed. 

There was total silence; all eyes were fixed on Julien, who recited so accurately that, after 
twenty lines: “That will do,” said the duke. The very short man with the eyes of a wild boar sat 
down. He was to preside, and was hardly in his chair when he pointed out, for Julien, a card 
table, and gestured that it be brought near. Julien set himself at this smaller table, with his 
writing materials. He counted twelve people sitting around the green cloth. 

“Monsieur Sorel,” said the duke. “Please retire to the adjoining room. You will be 
summoned.” 

The master of the house grew excited. “The shutters haven’t been closed,” he murmured 
to his neighbor. “You’ll learn nothing by peering through the window!” he shouted, stupidly, at 
Julien. “Here I am,” thought our hero, “caught up in a conspiracy, or maybe something more. 
Luckily, it’s not the sort that leads to the executioner’s block. But even if there’s danger, I owe 
the marquis that, and more. Happily, I’ll have the chance to atone for all the sorrows I may 
bring him, some day.” 

Julien went into the next room. 
His mind occupied with his own sorrows, and his misery, he stared all around him, so 

intently that he’d never forget the place. Only then did he recall not having heard the marquis 
tell the coachman where they were to go, and that the marquis had ordered a cab, which he’d 
never done before. 

Julien spent a long time alone with his thoughts. He was in a drawing room hung with red 
velvet, striped with gold braid. A side table along the wall bore a large ivory crucifix; on the 
fireplace mantel was de Maistre’s On the Pope, with gilt edges and magnificently bound. Julien 
opened it, in order not to seem as if he’d been listening. From time to time they spoke quite 
loudly, in the next room. Finally, the door was opened; he was called. 
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“Say to yourselves, gentlemen,” said the chairman, “that as we speak we are in the 
presence of the Duke of ———. This gentleman,” he said, gesturing toward Julien, “is a young 
cleric, devoted to our holy cause, who will readily repeat, by means of his amazing memory, 
even the least of our remarks. 

“You have the floor, sir,” he said, indicating the man with the fatherly appearance, the one 
who wore three or four vests. To Julien, it would have seemed most natural to call him “the 
triple-vested man.” Julien took a sheet of paper and wrote, and wrote. 

(The author would have preferred, at this point, to insert a page consisting of nothing but 
ellipses. “That would look awful,” said the publisher, “and, for such a lightweight book, looking 
bad is, quite simply, death.” — “Politics,” the author replied, “is a stone tied around literature’s 
neck, and in less than six months, it sinks under the weight. Politics set among the 
imagination’s concerns is like a pistol shot fired at a concert. The noise mangles without 
energizing. It does not harmonize with the sound of any instrument in the orchestra. Politics 
will mortally offend half your readers, and bore the other half, who would have found the 
discussion fascinating, and wonderfully lively, in the morning newspaper....” — “If your 
characters don’t talk politics,” responded the publisher, “they’ll cease to be the Frenchmen of 
1830, and your book will no longer be a mirror, as you claim it is....”) 

Julien had twenty-six pages of notes. What follows are some thoroughly pallid excerpts, 
since it has been necessary, as always, to suppress absurdities, for too many of them would 
have seemed obnoxious, or even unreal (see Reports from the Law Courts). 

The triple-vested man, who bore a paternal look (a bishop, more than likely), laughed a 
good deal, and when he laughed his eyes, under their wavering lids, turned very bright and far 
less indecisive than usual. This man, the first to speak, after the duke was done (“but duke of 
what?” Julien asked himself), apparently so he could express the general opinion and serve the 
function of an assistant public prosecutor, seemed, to Julien’s mind, to fall into the vagueness 
and absence of definite conclusions for which, so often, such officers of the court are reproved. 
As the discussion continued, indeed, the duke went so far as to scold him on just that account. 

After several remarks of a moral nature, rather glibly philosophical, the triple-vested man 
declared: 

“Noble England, led by so great a man as the immortal Pitt,1 spent forty billion francs to 
check the Revolution. If my colleagues will allow me to broach, with a certain degree of 
frankness, a melancholy notion, England did not clearly understand how, with a man like 
Bonaparte—especially when all one has with which to oppose him are an assemblage of good 
intentions—only personal measures can be decisive....” 

“Ah!” said the master of the house, looking uncomfortable. “So we’re still praising 
assassination!” 

“Spare us your sentimental sermons,” exclaimed the chairman, distinctly annoyed. His 
wild boar eyes glittered ferociously. “Go on,” he said to the triple-vested man. The chairman’s 
cheeks and forehead had turned purple. 

“Noble England,” the speaker resumed, “has been crushed, today, because every 
Englishman, before he buys his bread, is compelled to pay the interest on the forty billion 
francs which were employed against the Jacobins. They no longer have a Pitt—” 

                                                             
1 William Pitt the Younger (1759–1806) succeeded his father as prime minister at age twenty-four; he took an 
interest in Continental politics when revolutionary armies conquered the Low Countries in 1796. Under his 
direction, the British subsidized the anti-French coalitions until 1801, when he resigned over Anglo-Irish 
politics. His successor sought conciliation with France, but Bonaparte’s relentless ambitions renewed the 
Anglo-French conflict and brought Pitt back to power in 1804. He died in office in 1806, just after Napoleon’s 
massive victory over the Allies at Austerlitz. 
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“They have the Duke of Wellington,”2 said a military-looking man, assuming a stance of 
high importance. 

“Please: silence, gentlemen,” exclaimed the chairman. “If we keep on arguing, there’ll be 
no point to bringing in Monsieur Sorel.” 

“We are aware that the gentleman has many ideas,” said the duke, irritated; he stared at 
the interrupter, a former Napoleonic general.3 Julien could tell that these words referred to 
something personal and deeply offensive. Everyone smiled; the turncoat general appeared 
outraged beyond belief. 

“There is no longer a Pitt, gentlemen,” the speaker said again, with the discouraged air of 
a man desperate to lead his listeners to reason. “Were there a new Pitt in England, it would not 
be possible to hoax a nation, a second time, by the same methods—” 

“And that is why a conquering general, a Bonaparte, is forever impossible in France,” cried 
the military interrupter. 

This time, neither the chairman nor the duke dared show their anger, although Julien 
thought he could see in their glances that they certainly wished to. They lowered their eyes, 
and the duke satisfied himself by sighing so loudly that he was heard by everyone. 

But the speaker had grown annoyed. 
“You’re pressuring me to be done,” he said angrily, and putting completely aside his 

smiling politeness, and the measured language that Julien had thought was an expression of 
his character: “You’re pressuring me to be done, you’re ignoring all the efforts I’ve been 
making to keep from offending anyone’s ears, no matter how long they may be. So, gentlemen, 
I will be brief. 

“And I will tell you in blunt language: England no longer has a penny for the good cause. 
Pitt himself could return, and even with his genius he couldn’t manage to hoax the small 
landowners of England, because they know that even the short Waterloo campaign, all by 
itself, cost them a billion francs. Since what you want is blunt talk,” the speaker added, 
growing more and more excited, “let me tell you: Help yourselves —because England hasn’t got 
a guinea to give you, and when England won’t pay, then Austria, Russia, Prussia, who only 
have courage, but have no money, can do nothing against France, beyond a campaign or two. 

“You may expect that the young soldiers mustered by Jacobinism will be beaten in the 
first campaign, and perhaps in the second, but by the third—though I may seem, to your 
prejudiced eyes, too much like a revolutionary—in the third campaign you’ll have the soldiers 
of 1794, who were no longer the peasant conscripts of 1792.”4 

At this point, the interruptions came from three or four voices, speaking at the same time. 
“Sir,” said the chairman to Julien, “go into the next room and make a fair copy of the 

beginning of your notes, as you have so far written them.” Julien left, to his great regret. The 
speaker had just launched into probabilities that Julien had long been accustomed to ponder. 

“They’re afraid I’ll make fun of them,” he thought. 
When he was called back, Monsieur de La Mole was saying, with a seriousness that 

seemed to Julien, who knew him so well, decidedly sarcastic: 

                                                             
2 Arthur Wellesley (1769–1852), hero of the battle of Waterloo. The “Iron Duke” had a long career in British 
politics, including prime minister in 1828–30. With Metternich, he was one of the great leaders and symbols of 
the effort to preserve a conservative status quo in Europe. 
3 Many of Napoleon’s generals, whether out of political ambition or disgust with the emperor’s relentless 
bellicosity, rallied to the Bourbons in 1814 and 1815. 
4 The revolutionary armies acquired skills and talented leaders in the two years of war against allied royalist 
forces. 
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“...Yes, gentlemen, it’s above all those miserable people who just might say, as La Fontaine 
had his sculptor wondering: 

“Will it be a god, a table, or a washbowl? 
“‘It will be a god!’ proclaims the great writer of fables! These words, so noble and so 

profound, seem to describe you, gentlemen. Act by yourselves, and France will reappear, 
almost as noble as our ancestors made it, and as we ourselves actually saw it before the death 
of Louis XVI. 

“England—or at least its noble lords—find this unspeakable Jacobinism as abominable as 
we do. Without English gold, Austria, Russia, and Prussia will produce only two or three 
campaigns. Will that be enough to lead to a successful occupation, like that which Monsieur 
de Richelieu5 squandered, so stupidly, in 1817? I do not think so.” 

At this point there was an interruption, but it was stifled by a “Hush!” from everyone else. 
Once more, the interrupter had been the former general, who longed for the nation’s grandest 
medal, and wanted his name to appear prominent among the authors of the secret note. 

“I do not think so,” Monsieur de La Mole repeated when the noise died down. He stressed 
“I,” with an insolence that charmed Julien. “That’s well played,” he said to himself, even as he 
made his pen fly almost as rapidly as the marquis’s words. With a single, well-said word, 
Monsieur de La Mole had wiped out the turncoat general’s twenty campaigns. 

“It’s not only foreigners,” the marquis continued, his words carefully measured, “to whom 
we may owe a new military occupation. All the young fellows who write incendiary articles in 
The Globe6 may provide you with three or four thousand young captains, among whom, 
perhaps, might be found a Kléber, a Hoche, a Jourdain, a Pichegru, but not so well meaning.”7 

“We haven’t known how to make him glorious,” said the chairman. “Pichegru should have 
been kept immortal.” 

“Finally: France must have two parties,” resumed Monsieur de La Mole, “two parties not 
only in name, but two clearly defined parties, distinct and separate. We need to be aware of 
who and what must be crushed. On the one hand, journalists, voters, public opinion—in short, 
youth and all who admire it. While they stupefy themselves with the noise of their empty 
words, we—we have the clear advantage of consuming the budget.” 

Here there was another interruption. 
“You sir,” said Monsieur de La Mole to the interrupter, with admirable arrogance and 

facility, “if the word shocks you, then you don’t ‘consume’ the budget: you devour forty 
thousand francs, as a line item in the state budget, and eighty thousand which you receive 
from the king’s budget.8 

                                                             
5 The Duke de Richelieu in question (1766–1822), descendant of the great cardinal, was Louis XVIII’s prime 
minister from 1815 to 1818 and from 1820 to 1822. Had the Allied occupation that he “stupidly squandered” in 
1817 lasted much longer, civil war was a real possibility. The reactionaries at Monsieur de La Mole’s secret 
meeting regret that the Allies did not help to reestablish absolutism; this is merely one aspect of their 
detachment from reality. 
6 Newspaper of the liberal opposition in the late Restoration. Stendhal was a contributor. 
7 Four non-nobles who rose quickly through the meritorious ranks of the revolutionary armies. The Alsatian 
Jean-Baptiste Kléber (1753–1800) made his name in the Vendée and in Germany, followed Bonaparte to Egypt, 
and was assassinated in Cairo after Bonaparte returned to France to seize power in 1799. Louis-Lazare Hoche 
(1768–97) fought in the Vendée and against the Austrians. Jean-Baptiste Jourdan (1762–1833) survived the 
revolutionary wars, served under Joseph Bonaparte in Italy and Spain, and switched allegiance to the 
Bourbons and ultimately to Louis-Philippe d’Orléans. Pichegru became a royalist and later plotted against 
Napoleon (see note for p. 284, ll. 32–35); it is probably these good intentions that the marquis is referring to. 
8 Refers to the Civil List, a rich source of income for politically connected aristocrats ruined by the Revolution. 
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“Well, sir, since you compel me, let me use you, boldly, as an example. Like your noble 
ancestors, who followed Saint Louis to the Crusades, you really should be able to show us, for 
those thousands of francs, at least a regiment, a company—what am I saying! Half a company, 
if it were composed of fifty combat-ready men, all dedicated to the good cause, to life, and to 
death. All you have is servants who, in case there’s a revolution, will make you afraid of them. 

“The throne, the altar, the nobility may perish tomorrow, gentlemen, as long as you have 
still not created, in every district, a force of five hundred dedicated men. Dedicated, let me say, 
not only with the courage of Frenchmen, but also with the steadiness of the Spanish. 

“Half of this troop should be composed of our children, our nephews—in a word, of real 
gentlemen. Each of them will have at his side, not some word-crazed petty bourgeois, ready to 
hoist the tricolor flag if another 18159 gives him yet another chance, but a good peasant, 
simple, frank, like Cathelineau.10 Our young sons and nephews will have taught them—the 
peasants ought to be sons of the women who nursed their betters.11 Each of us ought to give up 
one-fifth of our income, in order to form this little, dedicated troop of five hundred in each 
district. And then you’ll be able to rely on a foreign occupation. Foreign soldiers will never get 
as far as Dijon, on their own, if they can’t be sure of finding five hundred friendly soldiers in 
every department. 

“Foreign kings will only listen to you when you inform them of twenty thousand 
gentlemen, ready to take up arms, on their behalf, and open the ports of France. This will be 
painful, you may say. Gentlemen, it’s the price of keeping ourselves alive. Between liberty of 
the press, and our existence as gentlemen, it is war to the death. Turn yourself into 
manufacturers, or peasants—or pick up your guns. Be timid, if you so choose, but do not be 
stupid. Open your eyes. 

“Formez vos battalions, get your battalions ready, I say to you, in the words of the 
‘Marseillaise,’12 that Jacobin song. Then you’ll have some noble King Gustavus Adolphus,13 
moved by an imminent threat to the very principle of monarchy, who will come five hundred 
miles from his own country, and do for us what that Gustavus did for the Protestant princes. 
Do you prefer to go on talking, and never act? In fifty years all there will be, in Europe, is the 
presidents of republics—not a king left. And when those four letters—K-I-N-G—disappear, so 
too will all the priests and all the gentlemen. All I can see is candidates paying court to dirt-
covered majorities. 

                                                             
9 i.e., another revolution or threat to the Bourbons, referring to Napoleon’s return from Elba in March 1815. 
The tricolor flag, still the official flag of France, was adopted by the Empire and banned by the Restoration. 
10 A peasant leader in the Vendée rebellion (see note for p. 298, l. 18). 
11 Under the ancien régime, wealthy parents sent their newborns to the country to be nursed, and then raised 
for up to five years. The marquis is referring to the supposedly unshakable lifelong loyalty of these foster 
families— the frères et soeurs de lait,literally milk-brothers and -sisters—to their young noble charges: part and 
parcel of the nostalgia of these men for the aristocratic golden age, when peasants knew their place and their 
duty to their betters. 
12 Like the tricolor flag, the “Marseillaise” was considered to be a symbol of the worst excesses of the 
Revolution. Banned by Bonaparte and the Restoration, it was not adopted as the French national anthem until 
1879. The lyrics are in fact quite violent. 
13 Stendhal—or the marquis—seems to be blurring the lives of two kings of Sweden. Gustavus IV Adolphus 
(born 1778, reigned 1792–1809) fought against the French Revolution on monarchic principle, and was 
deposed by a palace coup in 1809. Gustavus II Adolphus (born 1594, reigned 1611–32) made himself the 
protector of German Protestant princes against the Catholic Hapsburgs of Austria (and thus in allegiance with 
the Catholic Louis XIII and the Cardinal de Richelieu) during the Thirty Years War. 
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“In spite of there being, right now, as you have said, no proven general in all of France, 
known to and loved by everyone, and our army being organized solely in the interests of the 
throne and the altar, and all our good old soldiers having been discharged from the ranks, 
every single Austrian and Prussian regiment contains fifty junior officers who have seen 
combat. 

“And there are two hundred thousand young men, petty bourgeois all of them, who long 
for war....” 

“Leave off these unpleasant truths,” said a sober dignitary, in an imposing voice; he was 
clearly someone high on the list of ecclesiastical worthies, for Monsieur de La Mole smiled 
pleasantly, instead of becoming angry. To Julien, this was a very plain sign. 

“Enough of these unpleasant truths,” the dignitary repeated. “Let us sum up, gentlemen: a 
man, facing amputation of a gangrenous limb, would make a serious mistake, were he to tell 
his surgeon: ’This sick limb is perfectly healthy.’ Forgive me the expression, gentlemen: the 
noble Duke of ——— is our surgeon.” 

“There’s the key word, it’s finally been said,” thought Julien. “Tonight I’ll be galloping 
toward ———.” 
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Chapter Twenty–Three: The Clergy, Their Woodlands, And 
Freedom 

The first law of existence is self-preservation, staying alive. You sow hemlock seed and expect to see 
ripening corn! 
—Machiavelli 

The sober dignitary went on. He was clearly knowledgeable; he set forth large verities 
with a gentle, measured eloquence that Julien found infinitely pleasant: 

“First: England hasn’t got a guinea to help us; thriftiness and Hume1 are all the fashion, 
there. Even their noncomformist Saints2 will give us nothing, and Mister Henry Brougham3 
will only laugh at us. 

“Second: It will be impossible to obtain more than two campaigns from Europe’s kings, 
absent English money; and two campaigns against the petty bourgeoisie will not be enough. 

“Third: We must form an armed party in France, without which the chief European 
monarchies will not risk even those two campaigns. 

“The fourth point I venture to propose to you, as something quite obvious, is this: 
“No armed party can be formed in France without the clergy. I tell you this boldly, 

gentlemen, because I’m going to prove it to you. The clergy must be given everything. 
“Primarily because the Church conducts its business night and day, and is guided by men 

of high capacity who are positioned, far from any exposure to storms, nine hundred miles from 
your frontiers—” 

“Ah! Rome, Rome!” exclaimed the master of the house. 
“Yes, my dear sir, Rome!” the cardinal replied proudly. “Whatever witticisms,4 more or 

less ingenious, may have been fashionable when you were young, I will say to you, 
emphatically, that in 1830 the clergy, guided by Rome, are the common people’s only voice. 

“Fifty thousand priests say the same things, on the day decreed by their leaders, and the 
people—who after all supply the soldiers—are more affected by the voices of their priests than 
by all the little poetry in the world....” 

(This very personal remark evoked murmurs.) 
“The Church’s genius is superior to yours,” the cardinal went on, raising his voice. “Every 

step already taken toward that central achievement, having an armed party in France, has been 
accomplished by us.” He produced the facts: “Who sent eighty thousand guns to the 
Vendée?...” etc., etc. 

“But while the clergy are not in possession of their woodlands,5 they have nothing. As 
soon as war starts, the minister of finance writes to his agents that no one has any more 
money, except for the priests. France truly has no faith, and it loves war. Whoever can give her 
war will be doubly popular, because war—to use the common phrase—means starving the 

                                                             
1 A rationalist and skeptic, the great Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711–76) was no friend to the sort of 
reactionary monarchism preached at his meeting. 
2 The Quakers; French Romantics were fascinated by their simplicity and devotion. 
3 Another troublesome Scot; a liberal leader in Parliament, notable for his opposition to the slave trade. 
4 The anticlericalism of the philosophes was widespread in the late eighteenth century, especially among the 
upper classes, even among certain aristocratic clergymen. 
5 Wood being the basic fuel and construction material of the time, woodlands (bois) were the most valuable 
real estate. The clergy had been the largest proprietors of woodlands under the ancien régime, and under the 
Restoration the Church sought compensation, if not actual restitution, for these assets. 
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Jesuits. Making war means freeing those prideful monsters, the French, from the threat of 
foreign intervention.” 

The cardinal’s remarks were positively received. 
“Monsieur de Nerval,” he declared, “must resign from the government. His name is 

senselessly provoking.” 
At these words, they all rose and began speaking at the same time. “They’re going to send 

me away again.” Julien thought. But even the wise chairman had forgotten Julien was there, or 
that he even existed. 

Everyone was looking toward a man Julien recognized. This was Monsieur de Nerval, the 
prime minister; Julien had seen him at Duke de Retz’s ball. 

Confusion was at its height, as the newspapers say, reporting on Parliament. After a long 
quarter of an hour, silence was partially restored. 

Then Monsieur de Nerval rose, speaking apostolically: 
“I will not tell you,” he said, his voice quite odd, “that I don’t enjoy being prime minister. 
“It has been indicated, gentlemen, that my name significantly intensifies Jacobinism, by 

making many moderates oppose us. Accordingly, I would gladly retire from my post, but our 
Lord’s ways can only be seen by a very few. Still,” he added, staring directly at the cardinal, “I 
have a mission.6 Heaven has said to me: ’Either you will bring your head to the scaffold or else 
you will reestablish monarchy in France, and reduce Parliament to what it was under Louis 
XV’—and, gentlemen, I will do exactly that.” 

He fell silent, he sat down once more, and there was not a sound to be heard. 
“Now there’s a fine actor,” thought Julien. He deceived himself, as he usually did, in 

seeing more in other people than was really there. Excited by an evening of such lively debate, 
and above all by the sincerity of the discussion, at that moment Monsieur de Nerval believed 
in his mission. He was wonderfully courageous, but not endowed with much common sense. 

Midnight sounded, during the silence that followed those fine words: “I will do exactly 
that.” It seemed to Julien that there was something imposing and funereal in the striking 
pendulum. He was moved. 

The discussion soon resumed, with heightened energy and, above all, incredible naïvité. 
“These gentlemen will have to have me poisoned,” Julien thought, at some points. “How can 
they say such things in front of a working-class man?” 

Two o’clock sounded, and they were still talking. The master of the house had been asleep 
for a long time; Monsieur de La Mole had to summon a servant to bring in new candles. 
Monsieur de Nerval, the prime minister, had left at one forty-five, not without having paid 
considerable attention to Julien’s face, employing a pocket mirror he had with him. Everyone 
relaxed, once he had gone. 

While candles were being replaced: “God only knows what that man will say to the king!” 
the triple-vested man said in a low voice, to the man next to him. “He’s capable of making us 
seem utterly foolish and destroying our future.” 

“But you have to concede that he’s unusually conceited, and even impudent, coming here. 
He used to come, before he rose to be prime minister. But power changes everything, washes 
away whatever a man once cared about. He really ought to be aware of that.” 

                                                             
6 In the early years of the Consulate, many royalists hoped that Bonaparte would fulfill the role played by 
General Monck in England in 1660, leading the military to restore the monarchy. They were quickly 
disabused. 
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The prime minister had barely walked out of the room, when Bonaparte’s former general 
closed his eyes. Then he talked about his health, his wounds, looked at his watch, and went 
away. 

“I would wager,” said the triple-vested man, “that our general is running after the prime 
minister. He’ll be excusing himself for having been found here, and claiming he can pull us 
this way and that.” 

When the half-asleep servants had finished with the candles: 
“Let us now consult, gentlemen,” said the chairman, “without further attempts at 

persuading one another. Let us turn to that note which, forty-eight hours from now, will be 
read by our foreign friends. We’ve talked about government ministers. We can now say that 
Monsieur de Nerval has broken with us—and what do ministers matter? We’ll do with them as 
we will.” 

With a delicate smile, the cardinal agreed. 
“There is nothing easier, it strikes me, than to sum up our position,” said the young 

Bishop of Agde, with the intensely focused, passionate compulsion of the most exalted 
fanaticism. He had been silent, until now. His eyes, Julien had noted, were at first mild and 
calm; they had been aflame ever since the discussion’s first hour. By this point, his soul was 
bubbling over like lava at Vesuvius. 

“From 1806 to 1814, England made only one mistake,” he said, “which was not to act 
directly and personally against Napoleon. Once that man created dukes and high court 
officers, once he’d reestablished the throne, the mission God had entrusted to him was done. 
He was good for nothing but the flames. The Holy Scriptures teach us, in many ways, how to 
do away with tyrants.” (Here there were several quotations in Latin.) 

“Today, gentlemen, it’s not a man we need to burn, but Paris. France follows Paris in 
everything. What good will it do to arm your five hundred men, in every administrative 
department? That’s a risky task, and it will be endless. Why entangle France in a matter which 
depends entirely on Paris? Paris alone, with its newspapers and its drawing rooms, has created 
the evil. Let this modern Babylon perish. 

“Let us be done, at last, with the question of Paris or the Church. This immense 
destruction would actually serve the worldly interests of the throne. Why did Paris never emit 
so much as a puff, under Bonaparte? Go ask the artillerymen of Saint-Roch....”7 

Only at three in the morning did Julien leave, with Monsieur de La Mole. 
The marquis was ashamed and weary. For the first time, in speaking to Julien, there was 

something like entreaty in his voice. He asked that Julien give him his word, never to reveal 
the excessive zeal—if that was the correct word—which, by chance, he had witnessed. “Only 

                                                             
7 On October 5, 1795— 13 vendémiaire according to the revolutionary calendar still in effect—troops under 
General Bonaparte fired on a crowd of royalists who had gathered near the Church of Saint-Roch, hoping to 
spark a counterrevolutionary coup. Bonaparte’s actions established him as an agent of government authority 
and solidified his ties to Barras and the Directory government. 
The meeting described accurately reflects the political mood and instability of the last months of the 
Restoration. Discontent was widespread and secret societies proliferated, on the right and the left, although 
not to the extent the public imagined. The politics of the Marquis de La Mole’s group suggests the 
archconservative Chevaliers de la Foi (see note for p. 22, l. 23), an aristocratic, counterrevolutionary association 
founded in 1801, whose members included some of the greatest names of the French aristocracy (i.e., 
Montmorency, La Rochefoucauld). Many of the Chevaliers were also members of the Congrégation, thus 
giving the latter group an undeserved reputation for political activism. There are no historical indications that 
either the Chevaliers or any other group ever sought to overthrow the French government with the help of 
foreign invaders. 
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mention these things to our foreign friend if he insists, most seriously, on knowing about our 
young wildmen. Do these hotheads worry about the state being overthrown? They’ll become 
cardinals; they’ll take refuge in Rome. But us, in our great houses, we will be massacred by the 
peasants.” 

The secret note, which the marquis composed on the basis of Julien’s large report, all 
twenty-six pages of it, was not ready until four forty-five. 

“I’m tired to death,” the marquis said, “and that’s perfectly obvious in this note, which 
toward the end lacks clarity. I’m less satisfied with this than I’ve ever been, really, with 
anything in my life. See here, my friend,” he added, “go take a few hours of rest. And because I 
worry about your being kidnapped, I will come with you and lock you in your room.” 

The next day, the marquis brought Julien to an isolated country house, rather far from 
Paris. There were strange people in residence; Julien took them for priests. He was given a 
passport, under a fictitious name, which indicated the true destination of his trip, something 
he had always pretended not to know. He climbed into a carriage, alone. 

The marquis was not worried about his memory. Julien had several times recited the 
secret note. What did worry Monsieur de La Mole was fear of Julien’s being intercepted. 

“Never stop looking like a fop, traveling to kill time,” he told Julien, just as the younger 
man was leaving. His voice was friendly. “There may have been more than one false friend at 
our meeting, last night.” 

Traveling was rapid and extremely dismal. Julien was barely out of the marquis’s sight 
when he’d forgotten the secret note, and his mission, only daydreaming about Mathilde’s 
contempt. 

In a village not far distant from Metz,8 the postmaster9 came to tell him there were no 
horses available. It was ten o’clock at night. Much vexed, Julien requested supper. He walked 
along, in front of the post house, and gradually, without being seen, got into the stables. There 
was not a horse in sight. 

However, Julien told himself, the postmaster had seemed strange. “He was studying me 
with his vulgar eyes.” 

He had begun, as you see, not to fully believe everything he’d been told. 
He thought about escaping, after supper. In order to learn something about the place, he 

left his room and went down to warm himself at the kitchen fire. How happy he was to 
discover, there, Signor Géronimo, the famous singer! 

Settled in an easy chair, which he’d brought up to the fire, the Neapolitan was groaning 
louder, and talking more, all by himself, than the twenty German peasants who stood around, 
gaping at him. 

“These people here are ruining me,” he declared to Julien. “I’ve promised to sing 
tomorrow, in Mayence.10 Seven sovereign princes have hurried to hear me. But let’s go for a 
walk,” he added, with a knowing look. 

When they were a hundred paces down the street, and beyond any chance of being 
overheard: 

“Do you know what this is all about?” he asked Julien. “Our postmaster is a scoundrel. I 
came out and walked around, earlier, and gave twenty pence to a young rascal who told me 
the whole story. There are more than a dozen horses, in a stable at the other side of town. 
They’re trying to slow down some courier.” 

                                                             
8 Town in Lorraine, on the Moselle River near the German border. 
9 The post in question is a relay stop, where coaches could changes horses and passengers could stop for a 
meal or a night’s rest. 
10 Mainz, important German city at the confluence of the Rhine and the Main Rivers. 
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“Do you think so?” Julien said innocently. 
Uncovering the fraud did not solve their problem. They had to be able to leave. And this, 

Géronimo and his friend could not arrange. “We’ll wait till daylight,” the singer finally said. 
“They don’t trust us. Maybe it’s you or me they’re after. Tomorrow morning we’ll order a good 
meal. While they’re fixing it, we’ll go for a little walk, we’ll rent horses, and we’ll go on to the 
next mail-coach stop.” 

“And your baggage?” said Julien, who was wondering if perhaps Géronimo himself could 
have been sent to intercept him. They had to eat and go to bed. Julien was still in his first sleep 
when he was wakened, with a start, by the voices of two men who were talking, right in his 
room, without even pretending to be quiet. 

He recognized the postmaster, equipped with a muffled lantern. Its light was directed at 
his traveling trunk, which had been brought up to his room. Standing next to the postmaster 
was a man, calmly rummaging through the opened trunk. Julien could only make out the 
sleeves of his suit, which were black and exceedingly tight. 

“It’s a cassock,” he told himself, and quietly picked up the pistols he’d set under his 
pillow. 

“Don’t worry about him waking up, Father,” said the postmaster. “I gave him the wine you 
yourself prepared.” 

“There’s not a trace of any papers,” said the priest. “A lot of linen, perfume, soap, 
nonsense like that. He’s a young man of our time, only concerned with his pleasures. The 
courier must be the other one, putting on that Italian accent.” 

They came closer to Julien, so they could look in the pockets of his traveling suit. He was 
powerfully tempted to kill them, as burglars. There could not be any serious consequences. He 
felt very attracted to the idea.. .. “But what a fool I’d be,” he told himself. “I’d compromise my 
mission.” After looking through Julien’s pockets: “This is no diplomat,” the priest said. He 
moved away, and it was an excellent thing that he did. “If they touch me, here in this bed, 
they’ll be sorry indeed!” Julien said to himself. “They might be coming to stab me, and I’m not 
about to give them that opportunity.” 

The priest turned his head, and Julien half opened his eyes. What an astonishing sight! It 
was Father Castaneda! And indeed, though the two men had tried to keep their voices down, 
he had thought from the first that he recognized one of the voices. Julien experienced a fierce 
desire to rid the earth of one of its most cowardly scoundrels. 

“But my mission,” he told himself. 
The priest and his acolyte left. A quarter of an hour later, Julien pretended to wake up. He 

cried out, waking the whole house. 
“I’ve been poisoned!” he called. “I’m in terrible pain!” He wanted some pretext to go to 

Géronimo’s assistance. He found him half suffocated by the opium the postmaster had put in 
his wine. 

Fearing some trick of this sort, Julien had drunk only the chocolate he’d brought from 
Paris. He was barely able to sufficiently waken Géronimo, so they could discuss whether to 
stay or to leave. 

“Give me the whole kingdom of Naples,” said the singer, “but right now I cannot give up 
the delights of sleep.” 

“But the seven sovereign princes!” 
“Let them wait.” 
Julien left by himself, and without any further incident came to the great personage he 

was to see. He wasted an entire morning, soliciting an audience, and in vain. Luckily, at about 
four o’clock the duke wanted a breath of fresh air. Julien saw him leaving, and on foot; he 
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immediately went after him and asked for alms. When he was two steps away, he drew the 
Marquis de La Mole’s watch and carefully displayed it. “Follow me, but not too closely,” said 
the duke, not looking at him. 

Three-quarters of a mile farther along, the duke walked briskly into a small coffeehouse. 
In one of the rooms of this fourth-rate establishment, Julien was privileged to recite for the 
duke his four pages. When he had finished: “Start again, and go more slowly,” he was told. 

The duke took his notes. Then: 
“Go to the next post stop, on foot. Leave everything there, including your trunk. Go to 

Strasbourg, as best you can, and on the twenty-second of the month (it was then the tenth) 
return here, to this same coffeehouse, at twelve-thirty. Don’t leave for half an hour. Be silent!” 

These were the only words Julien heard. They were enough to imbue him with the highest 
admiration. “This is how to do business,” he thought. “What would this great statesman say, 
had he heard those wild magpies chattering, three days ago?” 

It took Julien two days to get to Strasbourg. Having no business to conduct there, he took 
a leisurely route. “If that devil, Father Castaneda, recognized me, he’s not a man to easily give 
me up...And how happy he’d be to mock me, and to ruin my mission.” 

Happily, Father Castaneda, the Congregation of the Holy Virgin’s police chief for the 
entire northern frontier, had not recognized him. And the Strasbourg Jesuits, though 
wonderfully zealous, never dreamed of keeping watch on Julien, who in his blue frock coat, 
and wearing his honored medal, seemed most like a young officer, totally self-concerned. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four: Strasbourg 

Spell-binding charmer! You have all love’s energy, all its sweeping sorrow. Only its enchanting pleasures, its 
sweet joys, are beyond your sphere. But I could not say, watching her sleep: “She’s all mine, her angelic 
beauty, her lovely weaknesses! There she is, completely in my power, exactly as Heaven in its gracious mercy 
made her, to bewitch a man’s heart.” 
—Schiller 

Obliged to spend a week in Strasbourg, Julien tried to distract himself with notions of 
military glory and patriotic devotion. Was he in love? He knew nothing: all he found, in his 
tormented heart, was Mathilde, absolute mistress of both his happiness and his imagination. 
All the energy of his character was required to keep from falling into despair. Thinking of 
anything that had no connection to Mademoiselle de La Mole was beyond his powers. Once, 
his ambition, and the lesser triumphs of vanity, had distracted him from feelings like those 
Madame de Rênal had inspired in him. Mathilde had absorbed everything; wherever he 
looked, in his future, he saw only her. 

And everywhere, in that future, he saw failure. This young person who, at Verrières, had 
been so full of presumption, so arrogant, had succumbed to ridiculously overzealous modesty. 

Three days earlier, he would have been delighted to kill Father Castaneda. But if, in 
Strasbourg, a child had quarreled with him, he would have taken the child’s side. Thinking 
back to his adversaries, the enemies he had encountered all through his life, in each and every 
instance he judged himself, Julien, to have been in the wrong. His implacable enemy, now, was 
precisely that powerful imagination, once so interminably busy, painting for him a future full 
of brilliant successes. 

The absolute solitude of a traveler’s life added to the reign of his dark imagination. What 
a treasure a friend would have been! “But,” Julien asked himself, “is there any heart that beats 
for me? And if I should find a friend, wouldn’t honor oblige me to keep eternally silent?” 

He was on horseback, riding sadly around the countryside near Kehl, a town on the banks 
of the Rhine, immortalized by the hard-fought victories of Desaix and Gouvion Saint-Cyr,1 
making their way over the river under heavy fire. A German peasant showed him the little 
streams, the roads, the small islands in the Rhine, made famous by these great generals’ 
courage. Leading his horse with his left hand, Julien had spread open, with his right, the 
superb battlefield map adorning Marshall Saint-Cyr’s Memoirs. Then he lifted his head, 
startled by a cheerful exclamation. 

It was Prince Korasoff, his London friend, who some months earlier had revealed to Julien 
the basic principles of high foppishness. Faithful to this noble art, Korasoff, who no more than 
an hour ago had set foot in Kehl2, riding from Strasbourg, and who had never in his life read a 
line about the siege of 1796, set himself to explaining everything about it. The German peasant 
stared at them, astonished, for he knew enough French to make out the enormous blunders 
the prince was falling into. Julien’s mind was far away. He was watching the handsome young 
nobleman, amazed; he was admiring the grace with which he mounted his horse. 

                                                             
1 Louis-Charles-Antoine des Aix, nobleman who joined the revolutionary armies—and so altered the spelling 
of his name—made his reputation in Germany, performed impressively in Egypt, and was killed in the great 
French victory at Marengo (1800), a victory that some say was his, though Bonaparte took credit for it. Louis 
Jean-Baptiste de Gouvion Saint-Cyr, another nobleman who joined the Revolution, rallied to the Bourbons in 
1814, briefly served Louis XVIII as minister of war. The two of them led a siege of Kehl in 1796. 
2 Small town on the German side of the Rhine, just across from Strasbourg. 
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“What a happy nature!” he told himself. “How well his riding clothes fit him; how 
elegantly his hair has been cut. Oh, had I looked like him, perhaps she wouldn’t have taken 
such a dislike to me, after three days of loving me.” 

When the prince had finished off the siege of 1796: “You’re looking like a Trappist monk,” 
he said to Julien. “The principles I gave you, in London, should not be applied so rigorously. To 
seem sorrowful is perhaps not quite in good taste: you’re supposed to seem bored. If you’re 
sad, there’s something deficient about you, something you haven’t yet conquered. 

“It’s a demonstration of inferiority. If you really are bored, on the other hand, this sort of 
thing would show that whoever’s been trying hard to please you is your inferior. Understand 
me, my dear friend: showing contempt is a serious business.” 

Julien tossed a gold coin to the peasant, who had been listening, his mouth hanging open. 
“Good,” said the prince. “Now that was graceful—a noble disdain! Very good!” And he set 

his horse to galloping. Julien followed him, overwhelmed by dull, stupefied admiration. 
“Ah, had I been like him, she wouldn’t have preferred de Croisenois!” The more shocked 

he was by the prince’s absurdities, the more he despised himself for not admiring them, and 
the more miserable he judged himself for not sharing them. Self-loathing can go no further. 

The prince was aware of Julien’s genuine misery. “What’s all this, my friend,” he said, as 
they rode back to Strasbourg. “Have you lost your money, or perhaps you’ve fallen in love with 
some little actress?” 

Russians imitate French manners, but they’re always fifty years behind. Right now, they’ve 
reached the era of Louis XV.3 

This fooling with love brought tears to Julien’s eyes. “Why shouldn’t I turn to this friendly 
fellow for advice?” he suddenly asked himself. 

“Yes, yes, old boy,” the prince said. “You’ll see, when we’re back in Strasbourg, that I 
myself am madly in love, and decidedly rejected. A charming woman, who lives in a nearby 
city, has dropped me, after three days of passion, and this reversal is killing me.” 

Julien described for the prince, using fictitious names, both Mathilde’s actions and her 
character. 

“Don’t bother going on,” said Korasoff. “To give you proper confidence in your physician, 
I’ll finish your intimate tale myself. Either the young woman’s husband revels in an immense 
fortune, or, much more likely, she herself belongs to your country’s highest class. She really 
must have something to be proud of.” 

Julien nodded; he no longer had the courage to speak. 
“Very good,” said the prince. “Here are three rather bitter pills, which you’re going to have 

to take, and without delay: 
“First, make sure, every single day, that you see Madame. .. what’s her name?” 
“Madame de Dubois.”4 
“What a name!” said the prince, roaring with laughter. “But, forgive me: for you, it must 

be sublime. But you have to see Madame de Dubois every day; above all, don’t let her think 
you’re being cold or angry. Remember the great principle of this century: be the opposite of 
what you’re expected to be. Let her see you exactly as you were a week before she honored you 
with her favors.” 

“Ah! Then I was calm,” Julien exclaimed despairingly. “I thought I was being sorry for 
her....” 

                                                             
3 Certainly the great age of French libertinage, but the mode of rich men keeping actresses as their mistresses 
had by no means died out in 1830. 
4 What a name, indeed; the combination of the aristocratic “de” with the quintessentially bourgeois “Dubois” 
is absurd and patently fictitious, hence the Russian prince’s laughter. 
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“The moth burns itself on the candle,” the prince went on, “a metaphor as old as the 
world. 

“So: first, you’ll see her every day. 
“Second: you’ll pursue some lady in high society, but not displaying any sign of passion—

do you follow me? I won’t conceal it from you: your role will be a difficult one. You’ll be acting 
in a comedy, and if they guess you’re only acting, you’re done for.” 

“She’s so smart, and I’m not! I’m done for,” said Julien, sorrowfully. 
“No, it’s simply that you’re more in love than I’d thought. Madame de Dubois is 

profoundly concerned with herself, like all the women blessed by heaven either with an excess 
of nobility, or an excess of money. She thinks about herself instead of thinking about you, and 
so she knows nothing about you. During the two or three small fits of love she’s granted you, 
she made a huge imaginative effort to see in you the hero she’s always dreamed of, not you as 
you actually are.... 

“Good Lord, these are such utterly basic matters, my dear Sorel. Are you no more than a 
schoolboy?... 

“By God! Let’s go in this shop. Look at that charming black tie. You’d think it was from 
John Anderson of Burlington Street. Make me happy: take it, and then throw just as far away 
as you can that horrible bit of black rope you’ve got around your neck. 

“Carry on,” said the prince, as they left Strasbourg’s very best shop for men’s accessories. 
“Now, with whom does your Madame de Dubois associate? My Lord, what a name! Don’t be 
annoyed at me, my dear Sorel: it’s stronger than I am.. .. Just whom will you pursue?” 

“A magnificent prude,” said Julien, “daughter of an immensely rich provincial merchant. 
She has the loveliest eyes in the world, which I find infinitely delightful; she surely is of the 
highest rank in France; but even with such social standing, she blushes almost to distraction if 
anyone tries to talk to her about business and shopkeeping. Her bad luck, but her father 
happened to be one of the best-known merchants in Strasbourg.” 

“And so,” said the prince, laughing, “if there’s talk about business, you’ll be sure this lovely 
creature is thinking about herself, and not you. This is divine and highly useful absurdity: it 
will keep you from even the tiniest flicker of insanity when you’re looking into those lovely 
eyes. Victory will be yours.” 

Julien had been thinking of Marshall Fervaques’s widow, who often came to visit the de La 
Moles. She was a beautiful foreigner who’d been married to the marshall just a year before his 
death. Her only goal in life appeared to be erasing any awareness of herself as a businessman’s 
daughter; to create a name for herself, in Paris, she’d become a leader of the virtue party. 

Julien sincerely admired the prince: what he wouldn’t have given to possess the man’s wit! 
The two friends chatted on, and Korasoff was delighted: no Frenchman had ever listened to 
him for so long. “So I’ve finally succeeding in being heard,” he told himself, utterly enchanted, 
“by giving lessons to my teachers!” 

“We’re agreed, then,” he repeated to Julien for the tenth time. “Not a flicker of passion, 
when you’re in Madame de Dubois’s presence and talking to this young beauty, daughter of a 
stocking salesman in Strasbourg. On the other hand, let your passion absolutely burn when 
you write to her. Reading a well-written love letter is a prude’s greatest delight; it’s an 
interlude of relaxation. She’s no longer acting in her comedy; she can allow herself to listen to 
her heart. Accordingly, two letters a day.” 

“Never, never!” said Julien, discouraged. “I’d rather be pounded to death in a mortar than 
write three sentences. I’m a corpse, my dear friend: don’t expect anything from me. Let me die 
out on the street.” 
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“And why are you talking about writing sentences? I carry in my luggage six manuscripts 
of love letters. They’re for all kinds of women; I’ve got plenty for the nobly virtuous sort. Didn’t 
Kalisky pay court, at Richmond5—you know the place, it’s not ten miles from London—and to 
the prettiest Quakeress in all of England?” 

By the time he left his friend, at ten in the morning, Julien felt less miserable. 
Next day, the prince summoned a copyist, and two days later Julien had fifty-three love 

letters, neatly numbered, constructed to appeal to the most sublime, the most dismal, of 
virtuous women. 

“I haven’t got fifty-four,” said the prince, “because Kalisky was turned down. But you 
won’t be worrying about being misused by the stocking seller’s daughter, since all you’re after 
is Madame de Dubois’s heart.” 

They went riding every day; the prince was extraordinarily fond of Julien. Not knowing 
how to demonstrate his sudden friendship, he ended by offering Julien a cousin’s hand, she 
being a rich heiress in Moscow. “And once you’re married,” he added, “my influence, and the 
medal you’re wearing, will make you a colonel in less than two years.” 

“But I didn’t get this from Napoleon; that makes a difference.” 
“Why?” said the prince. “He created that medal, didn’t he? And it remains the highest 

decoration in all Europe.” 
Julien was almost ready to accept the offer, but called to mind his duty to the great 

nobleman. When he left Korasoff, he promised to write. The response to his secret note 
arrived, and he hurried toward Paris. But barely two days later, the thought of leaving France, 
and Mathilde, seemed to him more painful than death itself. “I won’t marry the millions 
Korasoff offered,” he said to himself. “But I will take his advice. 

“After all, seduction’s the Russian’s profession. He hasn’t thought about anything else 
since he was fifteen, and he’s thirty by now. It can’t be said he’s stupid: he’s subtle, he’s crafty. 
You can’t expect raptures, or poetry, from such a man. He’s really a pimp—which is yet 
another reason he can’t afford to be wrong. 

“It’s got to be done. I’ll pursue Madame de Fervaques. 
“She’ll probably be something of a bore, but I’ll keep looking into her really lovely eyes, 

which so closely resemble those I love best in the world. 
“She’s a foreigner: that will be something new to consider. 
“I’m crazy, I’m drowning, I have no choice but to take my friend’s advice and not expect 

to know what I’m doing, left to myself.” 

                                                             
5 The site of a summer residence of the English royal family, known for its gardens along the Thames. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five: The Mistress of Virtue 

But if I sought pleasure with such prudence and care, for me it wouldn’t be pleasure. 
—Lope De Vega1 

He’d barely gotten back to Paris, presented his dispatches to Monsieur de La Mole, who 
appeared greatly distressed by them, and left the marquis in his office, than our hero went 
hurrying to see Count Altamira. In addition to having being sentenced to death, this 
handsome foreigner was also a man of great sobriety, and lucky enough to be deeply devout. 
These two assets, and more than anything else his high birth, completely suited Madame de 
Fervaques, who saw a good deal of him. 

Julien confessed, most soberly, that he was deeply in love with the lady. “Hers is the 
purest kind of virtue, and the noblest,” Altamira responded, “though rather Jesuitical and a bit 
grandiloquent. There are days when I understand each and every word she says, but I don’t 
understand a single sentence in its entirety. She often makes me think I don’t understand 
French as well as they say I do. Knowing her will bring your name forward; she’ll give you 
weight in the world. But first, let’s go see Bustos,” the count added. “He’s tried paying court to 
her.” 

Don Diego Bustos let them explain the whole affair at some length, saying nothing, like a 
lawyer in consultation. He had a monk’s fat face, with a thick black mustache, and 
unmatchable sobriety—in other words, just like a perfect Italian conspirator. 

“I understand,” he finally told Julien. “Has Madame de Fervaques had lovers, or hasn’t 
she? Accordingly, is there any hope of your succeeding? That is the question. This is a way of 
telling you that, as for myself, I failed. Now that I’m no longer angry, I try to rationalize it like 
this: she’s often irritable, and as I’ll explain in a moment, she can be quite spiteful. 

“I don’t think her bilious temper is a sign of high intelligence, which can put a passionate 
varnish on everything. I think, on the contrary, she owes her unusual beauty, and her fresh 
complexion, to a phlegmatic, calm Dutch temperament.” 

Julien grew impatient with the Spaniard’s slow, stolid speech. From time to time, in spite 
of himself, small monosyllabic sounds escaped him. 

“Do you wish to hear me?” Don Diego Bustos said to him solemnly. 
“Forgive me this furia francese, this French frenzy. I am all ears,” said Julien. 
“Madame de Fervaques, as I have said, is strongly inclined to hatred. She pursues, 

unpityingly, people she’s never seen—lawyers, and poor devils like Charles Collé,2 literary men 
who’ve written songs—you know. 

“J’ai la marotte 
D’aimer Marote,etc. 
“I’m in the habit 
Of loving Rabbit...” 
 
And then Julien had to listen, as Don Diego went through the entire song. The Spanish 

love to sing in French. 
This divine song had never been heard with such impatience. And when he’d finished: 

“Madame de Fervaques,” said Don Diego, “had the author of another song dismissed from his 
post—it begins ‘Un jour l’amour au cabaret,’ ‘One day a lover was half-seas over.’” 

                                                             
1 Spanish poet and playwright (1562–1635). 
2 A writer of popular songs in the eighteenth century. 
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Julien shuddered: Bustos might want to sing this one, too. But Don Diego was satisfied 
with analysis. In fact, it was blasphemous and rather indecent. 

“When Madame de Fervaques got angry about this song,” Don Diego went on, “I felt 
obliged to tell her that a woman of her standing should never read all the stupidities put into 
print. Whatever progress piety and sobriety may make, in France there will always be barroom 
literature. When she had this writer, a poor devil on half pay, thrown out of his post, worth 
eighteen hundred francs: ’Watch out,’ I told her. ‘You’ve attacked this rhymester with your 
weapons; he can answer you with his. He’ll write a song about virtue. The gilt drawing rooms 
will support you; those who relish laughter will be repeating his epigrams.’ Do you know, sir, 
what she answered? ‘In the service of the Lord, the whole of Paris can watch me proceed to my 
martyrdom: it would be a new sort of spectacle for France. The people would learn to respect 
those of higher standing. It would be the most beautiful day of my life.’ Her eyes had never 
been lovelier.” 

“And she has superb eyes,” exclaimed Julien. 
“I see you are amorously inclined...So,” Don Diego resumed gravely, “she’s not the 

constitutionally bilious type, simply swept into vengeance. Yet if, all the same, she likes doing 
harm, it’s because she’s unhappy. I suspect some inner misery. Might she be a moral prude 
who’s weary of her profession?” 

Silently, and for a long minute, the Spaniard looked at him. 
“That’s the whole question,” he added soberly, “and there’s where you can find some 

hope. I have done a great deal of reflecting on those two years, when I was very humbly in her 
service. Your whole future, sir lover, hangs on this basic problem: Is she a prude who’s tired of 
being prudish, and nasty because she’s miserable?” 

“Or else,” said Altamira, finally breaking his profound silence, “could it be what I’ve told 
you twenty times? French female vanity, in a word. It’s the memory of her father, the 
celebrated drapery merchant, which makes a naturally cheerless, dried-out constitution 
descend into misery. The only happiness she can find would be to live in Toledo, and be 
tormented, day after day, by a confessor who shows her the gaping doors of hell.” 

As Julien was leaving: “Altamira tells me you’re one of us,” Don Diego told him, as ever 
somber. “One day you’ll help us win back our freedom, so I’ve tried to help you in this little 
diversion. It would be good for you to be familiar with Madame de Fervaques’s style: here are 
four letters written in her hand.” 

“I’ll have them copied,” exclaimed Julien, “and then return them.” 
“And you’ll never tell anyone a word of what we’ve been saying?” 
“Never, on my honor,” exclaimed Julien. 
“May God come to your aid!” the Spaniard added, as he silently escorted Altamira and 

Julien to the stairs. 
The scene had somewhat cheered our hero: he was close to smiling. “And here’s pious 

Altamira,” he said to himself, “helping me along the road to adultery.” 
While Don Diego had been droning soberly on, Julien was listening to the house clock, 

striking the hours. 
The time for dinner grew nearer; he was going to see Mathilde again! He went home and 

dressed with considerable care. 
“Stupidity number one,” he told himself, as he went down the stairs. “The prince’s 

instructions must be followed to the letter.” 
He went back up to his room and put on the simplest travel clothes he owned. 
“And now,” he thought, “the next question is how to look at her.” It was only five-thirty; 

dinner was at six. He thought he’d go to the drawing room; he found it empty. The sight of the 
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blue sofa moved him almost to tears; soon his cheeks were burning. “This idiotic sensitivity 
must be controlled,” he told himself angrily. “It’s betraying me.” He picked up a newspaper, to 
help him look more assured, and walked three or four times from the drawing room to the 
garden. 

Only trembling, and completely hiding himself behind an oak tree, did he dare raise his 
eyes toward Mademoiselle de La Mole’s window. The shutters were very tightly closed; he 
thought he might collapse, and stood for a long time, leaning against the oak. Then, walking 
unsteadily, he went to look at the gardener’s ladder. 

The iron link, which he’d forced open, alas! under very different circumstances, had not 
been repaired. Carried away by a surge of madness, Julien pressed it to his lips. 

After wandering for some time, between the drawing room and the garden, Julien felt 
unbearably weary: this was an initial success of which he was very aware. “My glances will be 
half dead and won’t give me away!” Gradually, the guests appeared in the drawing room: each 
time the door opened, a deadly anxiety shot through Julien’s heart. 

They went into the dining room and seated themselves. At last, Mademoiselle de La Mole 
appeared, faithful as ever to her habit of keeping people waiting. She blushed quite deeply, 
seeing Julien: she had not been told he’d come back. Following Prince Korasoff’s suggestion, 
Julien looked only at her hands. They were trembling. Although this discovery bothered him 
more than he could have said, he was still pleased to seem simply fatigued. 

Monsieur de La Mole spoke very highly of him. The marquise spoke to him, immediately 
thereafter, remarking, pleasantly, that he looked tired. Julien kept saying to himself: “I can’t let 
myself stare at Mademoiselle de La Mole, though I mustn’t seem to be avoiding her glance. I 
need to really look just as I did a week before my misfortune....” He had reason to believe he’d 
been successful, and went into the drawing room after dinner. Attentive for the first time to 
the mistress of the house, he devoted himself to speaking to the other men and to keeping the 
conversation moving along. 

His politeness was rewarded: at eight o’clock, Madame de Fervaques was announced. 
Julien slipped away and soon returned, dressed with the greatest care. Madame de La Mole 
was profoundly grateful, observing that he’d shown her guest such respect, and, wishing to 
testify to her pleasure, began to speak to Madame de Fervaques about his trip. Julien took a 
position near the marshall’s widow, making sure that, from where he was, it was impossible for 
Mathilde to see his eyes. So situated, and obeying all the rules of the game, Madame de 
Fervaques was able to furnish him with a source of dazzled admiration. He expressed these 
sentiments in a speech, drawn from the opening paragraph of the first of the fifty-three letters, 
generously presented to him by Prince Korasoff. 

The marshall’s widow had declared her intention of going to the opera buffa. Julien 
hurried over, and found the Chevalier de Beauvoisis, who conducted him to a box set aside for 
the king’s gentlemen-in-waiting, which was next to Madame de Fervaques’s private box. Julien 
never took his eyes off her. “I need,” he said to himself, when he left, “to begin a siege journal; 
otherwise I’ll forget my onslaughts.” He compelled himself to write two or three pages on this 
boring topic, and thus very nearly succeeded—what a wonderful thing!—in not thinking of 
Mademoiselle de La Mole. 

Mathilde had almost forgotten him while he was away on his trip. “He’s nothing but a 
commoner, after all,” she thought. “His name will always remind me of the greatest mistake of 
my life. I need to follow, most faithfully, all those popular notions of wisdom, restraint, and 
honor: a woman has everything to lose, forgetting them.” She finally showed herself ready to 
conclude the arrangements with the Marquis de Croisenois, drafted and ready for a very long 
time. He was wildly happy; it would have thoroughly astonished him, had he been informed 
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that what underlay Mademoiselle de La Mole’s changed attitude, which made him so proud, 
was resignation. 

Seeing Julien had altered all her ideas. “Really, he’s my husband,” she said to herself. “If I 
make a good-faith return to believing in wisdom and honor, obviously it’s him I ought to 
marry.” 

She expected Julien to come pleading to her, she expected him to act miserable; she had 
her responses all prepared, because he would surely try to say something to her, as they left 
the table after dinner. He did nothing of the sort. He stayed steadily where he was, not even 
glancing toward the garden—God only knows with what painful effort! It would be better, 
having our explanations quickly said and done, thought Mademoiselle de La Mole. She went 
into the garden, alone. Julien did not follow her. Mathilde set herself to walking near the 
drawing room windows. She saw him deeply occupied, describing for Madame de Fervaques’s 
benefit the old ruined châteaux, crowning the hills along the banks of the Rhine and lending 
them so much character. He was beginning to do not too badly, developing the sentimental, 
picturesque phrases that in certain drawing rooms are called spirited, even witty. 

Prince Korasoff would have been very proud of him, had he happened to be in Paris: the 
evening had gone precisely as he’d predicted. 

He would also have approved of how Julien conducted himself in the days that followed. 
An intrigue among the members of the hidden government-behind-the-government 

would soon lead to the award of a number of supreme medals. Madame de Fervaques insisted 
that her great-uncle receive one. The Marquis de La Mole had made the same claim for his 
father-in-law; they began to work together, and the marshall’s widow came to the house 
virtually every day. It was she who told Julien that the marquis was to join the government and 
become a minister: the marquis had proposed, to the powers behind the throne, a highly 
ingenious plan for eliminating the Constitution, without any fuss, in another three years. 

If Monsieur de La Mole became a minister, it might be possible for Julien to become a 
bishop, but for him all these large concerns could be glimpsed only as if through a veil. His 
mind mostly perceived them vaguely, at best, and as it were from a distance. His horrible 
misery, which had turned him into a maniac, made him see all aspects of life in terms of their 
connection to Mademoiselle de La Mole. He had estimated that, after five or six years of 
trying, he would get her to love him again. 

His cold, distant mind, as we have seen, had disintegrated into a state of utter 
irrationality. Of all the qualities that had distinguished him, once, only a modicum of firmness 
remained. Totally bound, in body, to the plan dictated by Prince Korasoff, he placed himself, 
every night, carefully close to Madame de Fervaques’s armchair, but he could not find a single 
word to say to her. 

The exertions he inflicted on himself, trying to make Mathilde think he’d been cured, 
absorbed all the strength his soul possessed: he fixed himself near Madame de Fervaques like 
someone barely alive. Even his eyes—as eyes can, under severe physical strain—had lost all 
their fire. 

Since Madame de La Mole’s opinions neither were, nor ever had been, anything more 
than a direct reflection of her husband’s—he who was likely to make her a duchess—for the 
past few days she had been praising Julien to the skies. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six: Love of A Moral Sort 

There also was of course in Adeline 
That calm patrician polish in the address, 
Which ne’er can pass the equinoctial line 
Of anything which Nature would express: 
Just as a Mandarin finds nothing fine, 
At least his manner suffers not to guess 
That anything he views can greatly please. 
—Byron, Don Juan 
“There’s something a bit insane about this whole family’s perspective,” thought Madame 

de Fervaques. “They’re infatuated with their little priest, who understands nothing except 
listening—with, it’s true, rather beautiful eyes.” 

For his part, Julien found the lady’s behavior almost a perfect example of patrician calm, 
which radiates an exact politeness and, even more, the impossibility of vibrant emotion. A 
spontaneous movement, a lack of self-control, would have scandalized Madame de Fervaques 
almost as much as a failure to condescend to one’s inferiors. The least sign of sensitivity would 
have been, in her eyes, like a form of moral drunkenness, which ought to make one blush, and 
would be harmful indeed to what a person of high standing owed herself. Her great happiness 
was to talk about the king’s most recent hunt; her favorite book was Memoirs of the Duke de 
Saint-Simon,1 especially the genealogical parts. 

Julien understood the exact spot where, because of the lighting arrangements, Madame 
de Fervaques’s sort of beauty shone the most brilliantly. He would post himself there, in 
advance, but taking considerable pains to face so he could not see Mathilde. Stunned by his 
persistence in hiding from her, she abandoned the blue sofa, one day, and took her 
needlework to a small table near the armchair beside which he was posted. Julien saw how 
near she’d come, looking out from under Madame de Fervaques’s hat. Seeing those eyes, which 
held the key to his fate, was initially frightening. But then he wrenched himself out of his usual 
apathy and spoke extremely well. 

He was speaking to Madame de Fervaques, but his only aim was to affect Mathilde’s soul. 
He grew so animated that his conversational partner could no longer understand what he was 
saying. 

That was a positive development. If Julien had been able to think of rounding off his 
success, employing a few quotations from German mysticism, or from high Jesuitical theology, 
he would have elevated himself, in the lady’s eyes, to the ranks of those superior men who, she 
considered, were called upon to regenerate the era. 

“Since he’s displaying such bad taste,” Mademoiselle de La Mole said to herself, “spending 
so much time talking—and with such vigor—to Madame de Fervaques, I won’t listen to him 
anymore.” And she didn’t take in a word he said for the rest of the evening, although the task 
was not an easy one. 

At midnight, when Mathilde was carrying her mother’s candle-holder, while escorting her 
to her room, Madame de La Mole paused, on the staircase, and delivered herself of a full-scale 
panegyric on Julien’s high merits. This put Mathilde in a foul mood, and she was unable to 
sleep. One idea alone calmed her: “He for whom I feel such contempt can still seem a man of 
high merit, in Madame de Fervaques’s eyes.” 

                                                             
1 The famous memorialist of the court of Louis XIV and the Regency, the Duke de Saint-Simon (1675–1755) 
was greatly preoccupied with questions of rank, etiquette, and genealogy. 
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But Julien, who had now taken action, was less miserable. Back in his room, he happened 
to glance at the leather binder Prince Korasoff had given him to hold his gift of fifty-three love 
letters. Julien saw the prince’s annotation, below the first letter: “to be sent a week after you 
first meet her.” 

“I’m late!” he exclaimed to himself. “It’s been a very long time since I met Madame de 
Fervaques.” He quickly set to copying the first letter: it was a sermon, full of virtuous 
observations, and incredibly boring. He was lucky enough to fall asleep, by the second page. 

Some hours later, he was awakened by bright sunshine. One of the most painful moments 
in his life occurred, every morning, when he woke and was once again aware of his misery. But 
on this day, he completed his copy of the letter, laughing. “Is it really possible,” he was saying 
to himself, “that a young man truly exists, capable of writing like this!” He noted several 
sentences that ran a full nine lines each. At the close of the original, he saw a note, in pencil: 

These letters must be delivered by you: on horseback, wearing a black tie and a blue frock 
coat. You are to hand the letter to the porter, looking as if you felt guilty of something; your 
eyes must be full of profound melancholy. If some maid servant notices you, wipe your eyes, 
rather furtively. Say a few words to the servant. 

Julien faithfully followed his orders. 
“This is all very bold of me,” Julien thought as he was leaving Madame de Fervaques’s 

mansion, “but all the worse for Korasoff. Imagine daring to write love letters to such a 
celebrated prude! I’ll be treated with the utmost contempt, and nothing could please me more. 
And, really, this is the only kind of comedy I care for. Yes: To cover this disgusting creature I 
call me in ridicule, that will please me. If I took myself seriously, I’d commit a crime, just for 
the distraction.” 

For the past month, Julien’s most satisfying moments had been when he brought his 
horse back to the stable. Korasoff had forbidden him, in the most explicit terms, from using 
any pretext whatever to look at the mistress who’d rejected him. But the clatter of this horse’s 
hooves, a sound that she knew so well, and the way Julien rapped his whip on the door, to 
summon a stable hand, sometimes brought Mathilde to stand behind her window curtain. The 
chiffon was so thin he could see right through it. If he held himself just so, he could see her, 
from underneath his riding hat, without having to meet her eyes. “Which means,” he assured 
himself, “that she can’t see my eyes, either, so this doesn’t constitute looking.” 

Madame de Fervaques’s demeanor that night betrayed no sign that, earlier in the day, she 
had received the philosophical-mystical-religious dissertation he’d handed, with such utter 
melancholy, to her porter. Chance had shown Julien, the night before, how he might make 
himself eloquent: he arranged his chair so he could see Mathilde’s eyes. And she, for her part, 
rose from the blue sofa only moments after Madame de Fervaques’s arrival: it was open 
desertion of her usual evening company. Monsieur de Croisenois seemed disturbed by this 
latest whim; his obvious sorrow eased Julien’s misery of its most painful agonies. 

Such unexpected occurrences made him speak like an angel. And since vanity worms its 
way, even into hearts serving as temples of the most solemn virtue: “Madame de La Mole was 
right,” Madame de Fervaques said to herself as she stepped back into her carriage. “That young 
priest is a man of distinction. It must be that, at first, being in my presence intimidated him. 
And it is true that everyone I meet in that house tends to be frivolous. The only virtue I find 
there is the sort that age brings with it, and which the frosts of growing old have immensely 
assisted. This young man, surely, knows the difference. He writes well, but I strongly suspect 
that the request he made in his letter, that I give him my advice, must really be founded in 
feelings of which he is himself not fully aware. 
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“All the same, how often conversions begin this way! What makes me expect good things 
from this one is how differently he writes, compared to the other young men whose letters I’ve 
come upon. It’s impossible not to see spirituality, and deep seriousness and profound 
conviction, in this young ecclesiastic’s prose. He will become a master of sweet virtue, like 
Massillon himself.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Church’s Best Jobs 

Service? Talent? Merit? Bah! 
Belong to a clique. 
—Fénelon, Télémaque1 
And so the notion of a bishopric was joined, for the first time, with ideas about Julien, in 

the mind of a woman who, sooner or later, would be bestowing the most powerful, the most 
lucrative posts in the French Church. This honor would scarcely have concerned Julien: just 
then, his mind was not capable of reaching toward anything but his current misery. All things 
intensified it: the view from his room, for example, had become unendurable. When he walked 
upstairs with his candle at night, every piece of furniture, every trifling ornament, seemed to 
him to become vocal and proclaim some new detail of his affliction. 

“Today,” he told himself, returning to his room with a liveliness he’d not felt in a long 
time, “I’ve got some compulsory labor. Let’s hope the second letter will be as boring as the 
first.” 

It was worse. The stuff he was copying struck him as so absurd that he began reproducing 
it line by line, without any regard to sense. 

“This is even more bombastic,” he said to himself, “than the official documents of the 
Munster Treaty, which my diplomacy professor made me copy out in London.” 

And then, for the first time, he thought of Madame de Fervaques’s letters, the originals of 
which he’d forgotten to return to that sober Spaniard, Don Diego Bustos. He hunted them up; 
they were in fact virtually as obscure and rambling as those of the young Russian nobleman. 
They possessed a perfect vagueness, wishing to say everything, and saying nothing. “This is the 
Aeolian harp of style,” Julien thought. “Set among the highest thoughts of nothingness, of 
death, of infinity, etc., the only real thing I see is a horrible fear of appearing ridiculous.” 

The monologue we have just summarized was repeated over and over, for the following 
two weeks. Falling asleep while copying a kind of commentary on the Apocalypse; the next 
day, going to deliver a letter, with the prescribed melancholic mien; bringing his horse back to 
the stable, and hoping to catch a glimpse of Mathilde’s dress; attending the opera, that 
evening, when Madame de Fervaques did not visit the de La Mole house: these events 
comprised the monotonous moments of Julien’s life. Things were more interesting when 
Madame de Fervaques visited Madame de La Mole: he could catch glimpses of Mathilde’s eyes, 
under cover of the brim of Madame de Fervaques’s hat, and then he spoke eloquently. His 
picturesque and sentimental language began to take on more striking and more elegant forms. 

He realized that, to Mathilde, he was speaking absurdities, but he was anxious to impress 
her with the elegance of his diction. “The more falsehoods I speak, the more pleased she 
should be,” Julien thought. And then, with frightful boldness, he heightened and exaggerated 
certain aspects of physical nature. It had not taken him long to understand that, to keep 
Madame de Fervaques from thinking him vulgar, it was necessary above all other things to 

                                                             
1 François de Salignac de la Mothe-Fénelon (1651–1715) was a clergyman and writer of mystical tendencies 
who took a great interest in education. A protégé of Madame de Maintenon, Fénelon in 1699 wrote Télémaque 
as an instructive parable for the Duke de Bourgogne, grandson of Louis XIV and heir presumptive to the 
throne; he would predecease the old king, and his son would become Louis XV at the age of five. Télémaque, 
or Telemachus, was the son of Odysseus; in Fénelon’s tale, he makes a voyage in search of his long-lost father 
in the company of his tutor, Mentor. The lessons young Telemachus learns from his travels and from Mentor 
are intended as a model of governance and conduct for the future king. Télémaque was intended and 
understood as a critique of the reign of Louis XIV, and Fénelon was banished from court in 1699. The quote 
given cannot be found or imagined in Fénélon’s work. 
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avoid simple, rational ideas. He maintained that standard, shortening the amplifications he 
would give to these notions, depending on the successful or the indifferent reactions he could 
observe in the great ladies he was trying to please. 

On the whole, his life was less horrible than when he had passed his days in purely 
passive misery. 

“But,” he said to himself one night, “here I am, copying out the fifteenth of these awful 
disquisitions. The first fourteen have been faithfully delivered to Madame de Fervaques’s 
doorman. I’ll achieve the high honor of filling all the storage slots in her desk. And still, she 
treats me exactly as if I had never written a word! Where will all of this end? Is my persistence 
as boring to her as it is to me? It must be said, surely, that this Russian, Korasoff’s friend, was a 
dreadful man in his day: there has never been anyone more deadly dull.” 

Like all mediocre men, placed by chance amid the maneuvers of some great general, 
Julien understood nothing of the young Russian’s attack on the lovely English Quakeress. The 
only purpose of the first forty letters had been to excuse his boldness in daring to writing at all. 
It had been necessary to create, in this sweet young woman (who may well have become 
infinitely bored), the habit of receiving letters just a little less insipid, perhaps, than her 
everyday existence. 

One morning, a letter came for Julien. He recognized Madame de Fervaques’s coat of 
arms, and broke the seal with a speed that, only a few days earlier, would have seemed to him 
impossible. It was simply an invitation to dinner. On such points, where he ought to have been 
clear and direct, the young Russian had been as casual as Claude Dorat, legendarily remiss: 
Julien was unable to calculate exactly what moral stance he was supposed to assume at this 
dinner. 

The drawing room was the ultimate in magnificence, gilded like the great Galleries of 
Diana, at the Tuileries, and with large, descriptive oil paintings hung on the paneled walls. 
These canvases bore oddly placed clear spots. Julien learned, later, that the lady of the house, 
thinking the paintings a bit indecent, had had certain portions blotted out. “This moral age!” 
he thought. 

He noted the presence of three people who had helped prepare the secret note. One of 
them, the Bishop of ———, Madame de Fervaques’s uncle, was in charge of placing priests in 
parishes and, it was said, would deny his niece nothing. “What an immense step I’ve taken,” 
Julien said to himself, with a melancholy smile, “and how little it means to me! Here I am, 
dining with the famous Bishop of ———.” 

The dinner was mediocre; the conversation irritating. “It’s a bad book’s table of contents,” 
Julien thought. “They proudly tackle all the important themes of human thought. But after you 
listen for three minutes, you have to ask yourself which stands out more clearly, the speaker’s 
sheer bombast or his abominable ignorance.” 

The reader has surely forgotten that minor man of letters, Tanbeau by name, the 
academician’s nephew, and a professor-to-be: he seemed actively employed, here, in vulgar 
slander aimed at the de La Mole drawing room. 

It was this little fellow who first gave Julien the idea that, in spite of not having answered 
his letters, Madame de Fervaques might well look favorably on the sentiment that had led 
them to be written. Monsieur Tanbeau’s black heart was torn apart, contemplating Julien’s 
success. “But on the other hand,” the diminutive future professor said to himself, “neither a 
worthy man nor a fool can manage to be in two places at the same time. If Sorel should 
become the sublime Fervaques’s lover, she’ll get him well placed in the Church, and then I’ll be 
rid of him in the de La Mole drawing room.” 
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Father Pirard, too, delivered himself of long sermons, admonishing Julien for his success 
at this dinner. There was sectarian jealousy, as between the austere Jansenist and the Jesuitical 
drawing room, reactionary and monarchical, of Marshall de Fervaques’s virtuous widow. 

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Manon Lescaut2 

Now, once he was thoroughly convinced of the priest’s ignorant stupidity, he usually managed quite well by 
calling black whatever was white, and white whatever was black. 
—Lichtenberg3 

His Russian instructions prescribed, imperiously, that the woman to whom he was 
writing should never be conversationally contradicted. Under no pretext whatever was he to 
set aside his role of ecstatic admirer. Every one of the letters began with this assumption. 

One evening, at the opera, in Madame de Fervaques’s box, Julien was praising to the skies 
the ballet Manon Lescaut.4 His only reason for such praise was that he himself thought it 
trivial. 

Madame de Fervaques observed that the ballet was much inferior to the novel of the same 
name, by Abbé Prévost, on which it was based. 

“Ha!” thought Julien, surprised and amused. “A woman of such soaring virtue praising a 
novel!” Madame de Fervaques regularly testified, two or three times a week, to her utter 
contempt for writers who, by means of such low works,5 sought to corrupt young people—
alas, only too inclined to sensual error. 

“Among the books in this immoral and dangerous category,” Madame de Fervaques 
continued, “it is said that Manon Lescaut occupies a very high place. The weaknesses and well-
deserved anguish of an assuredly guilty heart, it is said, are there drawn with a truthfulness 
that attains to profundity—which did not keep your Bonaparte from proclaiming, at Saint-
Helena, that it was a novel written for servants.” 

This observation restored full vigor to Julien’s soul. “Someone has been trying to ruin me 
with Madame de Fervaques. She’s been told of my enthusiasm for Napoleon. It annoys her 
enough so she’s willing to give in and show me her annoyance.” The realization amused him, 
all night long, and made him entertaining. As he was taking leave of her, in the opera lobby: 
“Remember, sir,” she told him, “that people who love me cannot also love Bonaparte. The most 
I can allow is that they accept him as a necessity imposed by Providence. In any case, the man 
lacked a soul sufficiently flexible for appreciating artistic masterpieces.” 

“People who love me!” Julien was repeating. “Either that means nothing, or it means 
everything. Here are the secrets of language, unavailable to us poor provincials.” And as he 
copied out an immense letter, meant for the marshall’s widow, he spent much of the time 
thinking about Madame de Rênal. 

“How does it happen,” Madame de Fervaques asked him the next day, with an assumed 
indifference he thought unconvincing, “that you mention ‘London’ and ‘Richmond’ in a letter 
you wrote me, I suspect, after leaving the opera?” 

                                                             
2 The tragic heroine of the abbé Prévost’s 1765 novel of the same name (see note for p. 297, l. 33). Manon Lescaut 
tells the story of the doomed love of the prostitute Manon and the Chevalier des Grieux. 
3 Georg Christoph Lichtenberg (1743–99), a German physicist and author of sharp satires of metaphysical and 
Romantic writings he found excessive. 
4 A ballet-opera by Halévy and Scribe that debuted in 1830. 
5 In the early nineteenth century, novels were still considered immoral and artistically inferior by political and 
literary conservatives. 
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Julien was deeply embarrassed. He had been copying line by line, without paying 
attention to what he was writing, and apparently had forgotten to substitute “Paris” and 
“Saint-Cloud” for the original’s “London” and “Richmond.” He began an explanation, and then 
another, but could not finish either; he felt like laughing wildly. At last, hunting for something 
to say, he arrived at this idea: “Exalted by so sublime a discussion, dealing with the greatest 
concerns of the human soul, my own soul, while I was writing to you, might have suffered 
some distraction.” 

“I’m making an impression,” he told himself, “so for the rest of the night I can spare 
myself any more boredom.” He hurriedly left the de Fervaques mansion. Later, looking at the 
letter he’d been copying, the night before, he quickly spotted the fatal place where the young 
Russian spoke of London and Richmond. Rereading the letter, Julien was astonished to find it 
almost tender. 

It was the contrast between the surface frivolity of his conversation, and the letters’ 
profound, almost apocalyptic sublimity, that made him stand out. The length of his sentences, 
above all, pleased the marshall’s widow: this was not the hopping and jumping style made 
fashionable by Voltaire, that terribly immoral man! Although our hero did everything he 
could, striving to eliminate any good sense from his conversation, it still struck notes of 
antimonarchism and impiety, nor did that escape Madame de Fervaques’s notice. Surrounded 
as she was by eminently moral people, who often passed an entire evening without having a 
single idea, the lady was deeply impressed by something that seemed novel, though at the 
same time she considered it her duty to herself to be offended. She termed these radical 
notions a lack of judgment, bearing the stamp of the era’s frivolity. 

But frequenting drawing rooms like hers is only useful when there’s something you want 
to ask for. The boredom of that meaningless life, as Julien was living it, is surely shared by the 
reader. These are the barren moors and heaths of our journey. 

During the time carved out of Julien’s life by Madame de Fervaques, Mademoiselle de La 
Mole had to try not thinking of him. There was a violent struggle in her soul: sometimes she 
was proud of despising someone so woebegone, but in spite of herself she found his 
conversation captivating. What especially amazed her was its perfect falsity: every word he 
said to Madame de Fervaques was either a lie or, at least, a horrific camouflaging of his real 
thought, with which, on virtually every subject imaginable, Mathilde was completely familiar. 
She found this Machiavellianism striking. “What depth!” she told herself. “How different from 
the grandiloquent simpletons, or the vulgar rascals who, like Monsieur Tanbeau, use exactly 
the same language!” 

Nevertheless, Julien experienced some frightful days. His daily appearances in Madame de 
Fervaques’s drawing room were dedicated to duties of the most painful sort. His role-playing 
labors sucked all the strength from his soul. Often, at night, walking across her huge 
courtyard, only the force of willpower and rationality held him, but just barely, above the pit of 
despair. 

“I conquered despair at the seminary,” he told himself. “And yet what ghastly things lay in 
front of me, back then! I’d either make my fortune, or I wouldn’t, and in either case I expected 
to spend the rest of my life, most intimately, in company with those who seemed to me the 
most untrustworthy and disgusting in the world. The next spring, only eleven brief months 
later, I may have been the happiest young person of this entire era.” 

But all too often, these fine arguments were useless, in the face of horrid realities. Every 
day, at lunch and at dinner, he saw Mathilde. After he’d composed uncountable numbers of 
letters for Monsieur de La Mole, he thought how she was soon to marry Monsieur de 
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Croisenois. That pleasant young man was already appearing, twice a day, at the de La Mole 
residence: the jealous eye of a rejected lover did not overlook a single one of his visits. 

When he’d seen Mademoiselle de La Mole treating her future husband particularly well, 
Julien would return to his room, unable to keep from loving glances at his pistols. 

“Ah! How much smarter it would be,” he said to himself, “to cut the identifying marks 
from my clothes and go to some lonely forest, thirty miles from Paris, and end this wretched 
life! No one would know me, there; my death would be a secret for two weeks—and who 
would ever think of me, after two weeks!” 

This was eminently good thinking. Yet the next day, a glimpse of Mathilde’s arm, 
displayed between the sleeve of her dress and her glove, was all it took to plunge our young 
philosopher into cruel recollection, which all the same linked him, once again, to life. “All 
right!” he then said to himself. “I’ll pursue this Russian diplomacy till it finishes. How will it 
end? 

“As far as Madame de Fervaques is concerned, once I’ve copied out the fifty-third letter, I 
certainly won’t be writing any more. 

“As for Mathilde, these six weeks of exceedingly painful comedy will produce no change 
in her anger, or else they’ll bring me a moment of reconciliation. Good Lord! I’d die of 
happiness!” And then he had to stop thinking. 

After a long reverie, once more he was able to pick up the thread of his thought: “So,” he 
told himself, “I’ll win one day of happiness, after which her harshness will start all over, 
founded as it is, alas! in how little ability I have to please her, and then I’ll have nothing to turn 
to, I’ll be destroyed, perhaps forever.... 

“With a character like hers, how could she give me guarantees? Alas, the only answer is 
that I wouldn’t be worth it. My manners will still lack proper elegance, my speech will still be 
heavy and monotonous. My God! Why am I me?” 

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Boredom 

Sacrificing yourself to your passions, fine. But to nonexistent passions? O sad nineteenth century! 
—Girodet6 

Having read the first of Julien’s long letters without pleasure, Madame de Fervaques now 
began to find them interesting. But there was something making her unhappy: “What a shame 
that Monsieur Sorel is not determined to be a priest! He could then be admitted to a certain 
intimacy. But wearing that medal, and with his virtually bourgeois clothing, cruel questions 
might be asked—and how could they be answered?” Her mind did not carry that question any 
further. “Some wicked friend might imagine things, and even spread a rumor that he was a 
minor relation, from my father’s family, a businessman who got the medal for service in the 
National Guard.” 

Until she’d met Julien, Madame de Fervaques’s greatest pleasure had been to write 
Marshall Fervaques’s widow next to her name. But after Julien’s appearance, a social climber’s 
vanity, morbid and quick to take offense, struggled with growing interest. 

“It would be easy enough,” she told herself, “to have him made vicar-general of some 
diocese near Paris! But plain Monsieur Sorel, still employed as Monsieur de La Mole’s little 
secretary! That is distressing.” 

                                                             
6 Anne-Louis Girodet de Roucy, known as Girodet-Trioson (1767–1824), is more famous for his painting than 
his writing. 
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Her soul, afraid of everything, was for the first time stirred by something foreign to her 
social ambitions and social superiority. The old porter noticed that, when he brought her a 
letter from this handsome young man, whose demeanor was so sorrowful, he was sure to see 
the disappearance of that distracted, discontented air with which his mistress always, and 
most carefully, greeted her servants. 

The weariness of living a life completely dependent on public performance, without, at 
bottom, taking any real joy in such success, had become so intolerable, since she’d begun 
thinking about Julien, that it was enough to keep her chambermaids from being mistreated, 
the entire day, if she’d spent a single hour, the night before, with this odd young man. His 
standing, constantly increasing, withstood some extremely well-written anonymous letters. 
Little Monsieur Tanbeau worked hard, and in vain, supplying Messieurs de Luz, de Croisenois, 
and de Caylus with two or three very clever slanders, which these gentlemen took pleasure in 
amplifying, though not so wildly as to cast doubt on the reliability of their accusations. The 
marshall’s widow, whose mind was not capable of withstanding such vulgar onslaughts, would 
tell Mathilde her doubts, and was always reassured. 

One day, after having three times asked whether any letters had come, Madame de 
Fervaques suddenly decided to reply to Julien. This victory was attributable to boredom. By 
the second word, the marshall’s widow was almost brought to a halt by the indelicacy of 
having to write, in her own hand, an address so vulgar as To Monsieur Sorel, in care of the 
Marquis de La Mole. 

“It will be necessary,” she said to Julien that evening, very wryly, “for you to bring me 
some envelopes bearing your address.” 

“And thus,” thought Julien, “I’ve been made a footman-lover,” and he bowed, taking a 
certain pleasure in making himself look like old Arsène, the marquis’s manservant. 

He brought the envelopes that same evening, and the next day, very early indeed, he had 
a third letter from her. He read five or six lines at the beginning, and two or three toward the 
end. She’d written four pages, in an extremely small hand, squeezed very tight. 

Gradually, they got into the sweet habit of writing almost every day. Julien replied with 
exact copies of the Russian letters and, this being an advantage of grandiloquence, Madame de 
Fervaques was not at all surprised that his responses did not in any way match her letters. 

How tiny Tanbeau’s pride would have suffered, having constituted himself an unpaid spy 
on Julien’s proceedings, had he learned that all her unopened letters were tossed, at random, 
into the drawer of Julien’s desk. 

One morning, her porter came to him, in the library, bringing a letter from Madame de 
Fervaques. Mathilde recognized the man, saw the letter, and noted the address, as written in 
Julien’s hand. She came into the library just as the porter left; the letter was still on the edge of 
the table; Julien, busily writing, had not yet put it in his desk drawer. 

“Now this I cannot endure,” cried Mathilde, seizing the letter. “You’re completely 
forgetting me—I, who am your wife. Your behavior is frightful, monsieur.” 

At these words, her pride, stunned by the dreadful indelicacy of her behavior, choked her. 
She dissolved in tears, and soon it seemed to Julien as if she had ceased to breathe. 

Astonished, confused, Julien had very little notion just how excellent, how fortunate, this 
scene was for him. He helped Mathilde to a chair; she virtually surrendered herself to his arms. 

His first reaction to this was extraordinary joy. His second was a thought derived from 
Korasoff: “Just one word, and I may be utterly ruined.” 

His arms grew rigid, so painfully difficult was the effort imposed by diplomacy. “I must 
not even let myself press this soft, lovely body to my heart, or she will scorn me, she will 
mistreat me. What a horrible person!” 
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And as he cursed Mathilde’s character, he loved her a hundred times more. It seemed to 
him he had a queen in his arms. 

Julien’s impassive coldness redoubled the prideful sickness tearing at Mademoiselle de La 
Mole’s heart. She did not possess the calm to try to see from his eyes how, at that moment, he 
actually felt about her. She could not bring herself to look at him, so afraid was she of seeing 
him scornful. 

Seated on the library couch, unmoving, her head turned away from Julien, she was 
gripped by the sharpest sorrow pride and love can make a human heart feel. What horrible 
behavior she had fallen into! 

“He’s aloof, unfortunate creature that I am! To see the most indecent advances repulsed! 
And repulsed by one of my father’s servants.” 

“This is what I will not endure,” she said loudly. 
And, furious, she pulled open the drawer of Julien’s writing desk, only two feet away. She 

stood as if frozen in horror, seeing eight or ten unopened letters, exactly like the one the 
porter had just delivered. She recognized Julien’s handwriting, more or less disguised, on all of 
them. 

“So,” she cried, absolutely beside herself, “not only are you in her good graces, but you 
despise her just the same. You, a man who has nothing, you’re contemptuous of Marshall de 
Fervaques’s widow! 

“Ah, forgive me, my dear,” she continued, throwing herself to her knees, “despise me if 
you wish, but love me. I cannot live any longer, deprived of your love.” And she fell at his feet, 
in a faint. 

“And there’s the proud creature, at my feet!” Julien told himself. 

Chapter Thirty: a Box at the Opera 

As the blackest sky 
Foretells the heaviest tempest. 
—Byron, Don Juan 
In the middle of these immense fluctuations, Julien was more astonished than overjoyed. 

Mathilde’s insults had shown him just how wise Russian diplomacy was. “Say little, do little: 
this is, for me, the only road to salvation.” 

He lifted Mathilde and, not saying a word, set her back on the couch. Slowly, gradually, 
she fell into weeping. 

To help restore herself, she picked up Madame de Fervaques’s letters; she slowly opened 
them. She started, nervously and markedly, as she recognized the handwriting. She turned 
over all the pages, without reading them; most were six pages long. 

“At least answer me,” Mathilde said at last, in the most suppliant of voices, not yet daring 
to look at Julien. “You know very well how proud I am: it’s the sickness of my position, and 
even of my character. I admit it. So Madame de Fervaques has stolen your heart from me...Has 
she made the same sacrifices for you, as this fatal love swept me into doing?” 

A mournful silence was Julien’s only reply. “By what right,” he thought, “does she ask of 
me such a dishonorable indiscretion, unworthy of any honest man?” 

Mathilde tried to read the letters; her tear-filled eyes made that impossible. 
She had been miserable for a month, but her haughty heart was far from ready to admit it. 

Chance alone had led to this explosion. In an instant, jealousy and love had swept away pride. 
She was seated on the couch, very near him. He saw her hair and her alabaster neck. In that 
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moment he forgot everything he was supposed to do: he put his arms around her waist and 
pressed her against his chest. 

Slowly, she turned her head toward him. He was surprised by the extraordinary sorrow in 
her eyes; he could scarcely recognize her. 

Julien felt his strength leaving him, so mortally painful was the courageous act he 
imposed on himself. 

“Soon,” he said to himself, “these eyes will express nothing but cold disdain, if I let the 
happiness of loving her carry me away.” Meanwhile, her voice weak, and in words she was 
barely able to articulate, in this moment of reassurance she repeated her regret for everything 
her excessive pride had led her to do. 

“I, too, am proud,” Julien told her, his voice muffled, his face exhibiting the signs of utter 
prostration. 

Mathilde turned quickly toward him. Hearing his voice was a joy for which she had 
almost given up hope. At that moment, all she could remember of her arrogance were curses 
directed at it. She wished she could think of some extraordinary behavior, something truly 
incredible, to show him how much she adored him and, simultaneously, how much she 
detested herself. 

“It is probably because of your pride,” Julien went on, “that you briefly honored me. It is 
surely because of that courageous resolve, worthy of a man, that right now you respect me. 
Perhaps I am in love with Madame de Fervaques....” 

Mathilde shook; her eyes suddenly looked very strange. She had heard her sentence 
pronounced. None of this escaped Julien; he felt his courage ebbing. 

“Ah,” he said to himself, hearing the empty words his mouth had pronounced, as if he had 
been emitting strange noises, “if I could cover those pale cheeks with kisses, and you never felt 
them!” 

“I may be in love with Madame de Fervaques,” he continued...and his voice grew steadily 
weaker, “but then, I have as yet no decisive proof of her interest in me.” 

Mathilde looked at him. He did not waver—at least, he hoped his face had not betrayed 
him. He felt love penetrating to the most intimate depths of his heart. He had never so adored 
her; he was almost as crazed as Mathilde. Had she found the calm, and the courage, to 
maneuver her way through the situation, he would have fallen at her feet, disavowing all this 
empty comedy. He had just enough strength to go on talking. “Ah, Korasoff!” he exclaimed 
inwardly, “why aren’t you here! How desperately I need a word to guide me!” As he was 
thinking this, his voice was saying: 

“Lacking any other sentiment, gratitude would be sufficient to tie me to Madame de 
Fervaques. She has been indulgent; she has comforted me when people have been scornful. I 
cannot put unlimited faith in certain appearances, doubtless extremely flattering, but perhaps, 
just as likely, of no great durability.” 

“Oh, Good Lord!” cried Mathilde. 
“So! What guarantee can I expect from you?” Julien resumed, his voice now firm and 

lively, apparently abandoning, for a moment, the cautious forms of diplomacy. “What 
guarantee? What God will tell me that the stance you appear to be taking toward me, right 
now, will last more than two days?” 

“The intensity of my love and of my misery, if you no longer love me,” she said, taking his 
hands and turning toward him. 

The sudden movement had slightly displaced her neck scarf: Julien could see her lovely 
shoulders. Her faintly disordered hair brought back delicious memories. 
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He was going to yield. “One careless word,” he told himself, “and I go back to that long 
sequence of days spent in despair.” Madame de Rênal found reasons to do what her heart 
dictated. This young girl of the highest society let her heart be moved only when, for good 
reasons, she felt she ought to be moved. 

He glimpsed this truth, in the twinkling of an eye, and in another instant rediscovered his 
courage. 

He withdrew the hands Mathilde had been pressing in hers, and with marked respect 
moved a bit away from her. A man’s courage can go no further. Then he busied himself, 
gathering up all of Madame de Fervaques’s letters, which had been scattered on the couch, 
doing all this with a politeness quite extraordinary—and, as he then added, a politeness 
savagely cruel: 

“If Mademoiselle de La Mole will be so good as to permit me to reflect on these matters.” 
He moved quickly away and left the library. She heard him closing all the doors, one after the 
other. 

“The monster isn’t a bit disturbed,” she said to herself.... 
“But what am I saying: monster! He’s wise, cautious, good. It’s I who am wrong, wronger 

than anyone could possibly imagine.” 
This view of things lasted. That day, Mathilde was almost happy, because she was 

completely in love. You might have said this was a heart that had never been moved by 
pride—and by what pride! 

She shivered with horror when, in the dining room that night, a servant announced 
Madame de Fervaques: the very sound of the man’s voice seemed to her sinister. She could not 
endure seeing the marshall’s widow, and hurriedly left. Julien, not particularly proud of his 
painful victory, had been afraid his own appearance might betray him, and had not dined with 
the family. 

His love and his happiness grew rapidly, the more distant became the time of the battle; 
he had already begun to criticize himself. “How could I have resisted her?” he asked himself. 
“What if she won’t ever love me anymore? One instant can change that haughty heart, and it 
must be plain that I treated her abominably.” 

That evening, he felt he absolutely had to appear in Madame de Fervaques’s box at the 
opera. She had expressly invited him, and Mathilde would certainly learn if he’d been there or 
if, impolitely, he had stayed away. It was persuasive reasoning, but he did not have the 
strength, when the hour came and the drawing rooms were opening their doors, to plunge 
into society. Just by talking, he’d lose half his happiness. 

Ten o’clock sounded: he absolutely had to be there. 
Luckily, he found Madame de Fervaques’s box full of women, and was relegated to a place 

near the door, completely obscured by the ladies’ hats. This position saved him from 
embarrassment: the divine sounds of Caroline’s despair, in Il Matrimonio segreto,7 made him 
dissolve in tears. Madame de Fervaques saw the tears; they were in such sharp contrast to his 
usual masculine steadiness that the heart of this great lady, so long steeped in all the most 
corroding effects of social-climber pride, was moved. What little remained in her of a woman’s 
heart led her to speak to him. At that moment, she wanted the pleasure of hearing his voice. 

“Have you seen the de La Mole ladies?” she asked him. “They’re on the third level, 
tonight.” Julien immediately bent forward, leaning rather impolitely on the front of the box. 
He saw Mathilde; her eyes were shining with tears. 

“But it isn’t their night for the opera,” Julien thought. “What eagerness!” 

                                                             
7 Opera by Domenico Cimarosa (see note for p. 341, l. 3); Stendhal’s favorite opera. 
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Mathilde had talked her mother into coming, in spite of the unsuitability of the box that 
an amiable patron had been urged to offer them. She wanted to see if Julien would indeed 
spend the evening with Madame de Fervaques. 

Chapter Thirty-One: Make her afraid 

So there’s your civilization’s fine miracle! You’ve turned love into something ordinary. 
—Barnave 

Julien hurried off to Madame de La Mole’s box. The first thing he saw was Mathilde’s tear-
filled eyes. She wept without restraint: the other people in the box were of no consequence, 
being only the woman who had lent them the box and some others the woman knew. 
Mathilde set her hand on Julien’s; she had apparently lost all fear of her mother. Nearly 
suffocated by her tears, she said only one word to him: “Guarantees!” 

“At least, let me say nothing to her,” Julien told himself, deeply moved, and hiding his 
eyes, as well as he could, behind his hand, as if to shield them from the glare of the chandelier, 
which, on the third level, shone directly into the box. “If I speak, she can’t help but know how 
strongly I feel. The sound of my voice would betray me. And, once again, everything would be 
ruined.” 

His struggles were more painful than they had been that morning; his heart had had time 
to be roused. He was afraid of seeing Mathilde’s vanity awakened. Drunk with love and sensual 
ecstasy, he forced himself to say nothing. 

As far as I’m concerned, reader, this is one of the finest traits of his character. Anyone 
capable of compelling himself to make such an effort can go far— si fata sinat, if the fates 
grant it. 

Mademoiselle de La Mole insisted on taking Julien back with them. Luckily, it was raining 
hard. But the marquise put him across from her, spoke to him without stopping, and made 
sure he could not say a word to her daughter. It might have seemed she was showing concern 
for Julien’s happiness, but no longer fearful he would ruin everything by showing how deeply 
he’d been moved, he readily surrendered himself. 

Do I dare say that, returning to his room, Julien threw himself on his knees and covered 
Prince Korasoff’s gift of love letters with kisses? 

“Oh, great man! How could I have doubted you?” he silently exclaimed, in his madness. 
Gradually, his calm came back. He compared himself to a general who had just half won a 

great battle. “My advantage is clear, it’s immense,” he said to himself. “But what will happen 
tomorrow? One moment can destroy everything.” 

With a passionate gesture, he opened Montholon’s Memories of Napoleon on Saint-
Helena,8 and for two long hours forced himself to read: only his eyes were really reading, but 
that made no difference, he kept them at it. All during this strange sort of reading, both his 
head and his heart, climbing as high as they could go, worked without his being at all aware. 
“This woman’s heart is certainly different from Madame de Rênal’s,” he said to himself, but he 
let his mind go no further. 

“Make her afraid!” he suddenly cried, tossing his book away. “The enemy will obey me 
only if I make him afraid. And then there’ll be no more contempt shown me.” 

He paced up and down his little room, drunk with joy. Truthfully, there was more pride in 
this happiness than there was love. 

                                                             
8 As dictated to the Comte de Montholon, who published them in 1822–25. 
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“Make her afraid!” he kept repeating proudly, and he had reason to be proud. Even in 
their happiest moments, Madame de Rênal had always doubted that his love equaled hers. 
“I’m subduing a demon, here, which must be subdued.” 

He knew very well that, at eight the next morning, Mathilde would be at the library; he 
did not come until nine, burning with love, but his head in charge of his heart. Virtually every 
single minute he repeated to himself: “Always compel her to deal with this immense 
uncertainty: ’Does he love me?’ Her brilliant social position, the perpetual flattery from 
everyone she talks to, make her a bit over confident.” 

She was pale, calm; she was sitting on the couch, but seemed unable to move from that 
position. She held out her hand: 

“My love, I’ve offended you, I know I have. Might you be angry at me?...” 
Julien was not prepared for this plain, direct approach. He was about to betray himself. 
“You want guarantees, my dear,” she added, after a silence she had hoped would be 

broken. “That’s fair. Carry me off; let’s go to London...I’ll be ruined forever, dishonored....” She 
managed to take her hand from Julien’s and set it over her eyes. All her modesty, her sense of 
feminine virtue, flooded back into her heart...”All right, dishonor me,” she said at last, sighing. 
“That’s a guarantee.” 

“I was happy, yesterday,” Julien thought, “because I had the courage to be hard on 
myself.” After a short interval of silence, he took enough control of his heart to say, his voice 
exceedingly cold: 

“Once we’re en route to London, once you’ve been dishonored—as you phrase it—who’s 
to say you’ll still love me? Will my presence in the mail coach still seem important to you? I’m 
not a monster: having your reputation destroyed would be nothing more than another 
wretchedness. Neither your rank, nor your position in society, creates the obstacle, but—
unfortunately—your own character. Can you tell yourself: in a week, you’ll still love me?” 

(“Ah, if she loves me for a week, just a week,” Julien murmured to himself, “I’ll die of 
happiness. Who cares about the future? Who cares about life or death? And that divine 
happiness could begin right at this moment, if I want it to. It all depends on me!”) 

Mathilde looked at him, thoughtfully. 
“So I’m completely unworthy of you,” she said, taking his hand once more. 
Julien embraced her, but duty’s iron hand immediately seized his heart. “If she sees how I 

adore her, I lose her.” Even before stepping away from her arms, he had resumed a man’s full 
and fitting dignity. 

That day, and those which followed it, he managed to conceal his immense happiness. 
There were moments when he refused even the pleasure of holding her in his arms. 

At other moments, the delirium of happiness swept away all of caution’s counsels. 
There was an arbor of climbing honeysuckle, meant to hide the gardener’s ladder, near 

which he had taken to placing himself so he could stare from afar at the blinds in Mathilde’s 
window, and weep at her inconstancy. Close by, there was a huge oak, and its trunk had kept 
him from being seen by curious eyes. 

Walking by this spot with Mathilde, and remembering so vividly the enormity of his 
miseries, the contrast of past despair and present felicity was too strong for him. Tears flooded 
into his eyes and, pressing his lips to his beloved’s hand: “Here is where I lived, thinking of 
you. Here I stood, looking at those blinds, waiting for hours at a time for the blessed moment 
when I could see your hand opening them....” 

His weakness was total. He drew his portrait in true colors, none of them merely 
imagined, depicting the state of despair he had endured. A few quick interjections bore 
witness to his current happiness, which had brought an end to that horrible suffering.... 
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“Good Lord, what am I doing!” Julien said to himself, suddenly recovering his senses. “I’m 
lost.” 

His alarm was so intense that he imagined Mademoiselle de La Mole’s eyes showing, even 
now, less love for him. This was illusory, but Julien’s face rapidly turned color, and he became 
mortally pale. His eyes lost their brilliance, for an instant, and a haughty expression, with a 
trace of nastiness, immediately took the place of the truest, most abandoned look of love. 

“What’s wrong, my dear?” asked Mathilde, tenderly concerned. 
“I’m a liar,” Julien said irritably, “and I was lying to you. I reproach myself, and God knows 

I sufficiently respect you not to tell you lies. You love me, you’re devoted to me, and there’s no 
point to making up fine phrases just to please you.” 

“Good God! Are all those ravishing things you’ve been telling me, the last ten minutes, 
just fine phrases?” 

“And I most sternly reproached myself, my dear. I composed them, once, for a woman 
who loved me, who also bored me...It’s a defect in my character: I openly accuse myself. 
Forgive me.” 

Tears were running down Mathilde’s cheeks. 
“Every time something startles me, I’m inevitably thrown into a fantasy,” Julien 

continued, “and my ghastly memory—which at the moment I execrate—offers me something 
from its stockpiles, and I take advantage of it.” 

“Have I just stumbled into doing something, all unawares, that displeases you?” Mathilde 
asked, with charming naïveté. 

“I remember, one day, walking by this honeysuckle, you picked a flower and Monsieur de 
Luz took it, and you let him have it. I was two steps away.” 

“Monsieur de Luz? That can’t be,” said Mathilde, with the haughtiness so natural to her. “I 
don’t do such things.” 

“I’m sure you did,” Julien replied, forcefully. 
“Well, then it’s true, my dear,” said Mathilde, sadly lowering her eyes. She’d been positive 

that, for many months, she’d not permitted Monsieur de Luz to do anything of the kind. 
Julien looked at her with inexpressible tenderness: “No,” he told himself. “She does not 

love me less .” 
She laughingly teased him, that night, for his interest in Madame de Fervaques: “A 

bourgeois in love with a social climber! Those kinds of hearts may be the only ones my Julien 
can’t drive wild. She’s turned you into a real dandy,” she said, playing with his hair. 

While Mathilde had so totally scorned him, Julien had become one of the best-dressed 
men in Paris. But he still had an advantage over men of that sort: once he was dressed, he 
thought no more about it. 

One thing irritated Mathilde. Julien continued to copy out the Russian letters and send 
them to the marshall’s widow. 

Chapter Thirty-Two: The Tiger 

Alas! Why these things, and not others? 
—Beaumarchais9 

                                                             
9 Pierre-Auguste Caron de Beaumarchais (1732–99), famous wit, financier, and literary celebrity of the late 
eighteenth century. Beaumarchais was best known as the author of two hugely successful comedies, The 
Barber of Seville and The Marriage of Figaro. The second was for a time banned for its perceived 
antiauthoritarian sentiments, which shocked Louis XVI. The hero of these two plays, the witty and slightly 
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An English traveler tells how he lived on familiar terms with a tiger: he had raised it, and 
he stroked it, but on his table he always kept a fully loaded pistol. 

Julien surrendered himself to the heights of happiness only when Mathilde could not see 
the expression in his eyes. He did his duty with dedication, from time to time saying harsh 
things to her. 

Any time Mathilde’s gentle sweetness, which he watched, astonished, and his suddenly 
swelling devotion came close to making him lose control, he had the courage to brusquely 
turn away and leave her. 

It was the first time Mathilde had ever been in love. 
Life had always dragged along, for her, at a tortoiselike pace; now, it flew. 
But since her pride had to somehow manifest itself, she tried to fearlessly expose herself 

to all the risks her love could create. Julien was the cautious one, and only when risks were 
involved would she refuse to let him make the decisions. Submissive and even humble as she 
was with him, she was even haughtier with everyone who came near her, whether family or 
servants. 

In the evening, in the drawing room, surrounded by sixty people, she would call Julien 
over to talk to him alone, and for extended periods. 

Little Tanbeau having come and seated himself beside her, one day, she asked him to go 
hunt for her, in the library, the book by Smollett10 in which he discusses the British Revolution 
of 1688. When he hesitated: “Don’t rush yourself,” she added, with an arrogantly insulting look 
that was balm to Julien’s soul. 

“Did you notice the little monster’s face?” he told her. 
“His uncle had ten or twelve years of service, in this drawing room; otherwise I’d get rid of 

him on the spot.” 
Her conduct toward Messieurs de Croisenois, de Lutz, etc., though in form perfectly 

polite, was at bottom scarcely less provoking. Mathilde seriously reproached herself, on 
account of the amatory confidences she had once made to Julien—even more so because, 
though she did not dare tell him this, she had exaggerated the almost entirely innocent signs 
of interest of which these gentlemen had been the object. 

For all her good resolutions, her womanly pride kept her from ever saying to Julien: “It 
was talking to you: that’s why I took such pleasure, describing my weakness in not 
withdrawing, that once, when Monsieur de Croisenois put his hand on a marble table and it 
just barely brushed against mine.” 

Now these gentlemen could barely speak to her for a few moments when, suddenly, she 
simply had to ask Julien a question, and made that an excuse to keep him near her. 

She realized she was pregnant, and joyfully told this to Julien. 
“Can you doubt me, now? Isn’t this a guarantee? I am your wife forever.” 
This news profoundly astonished Julien. He was at the point of forgetting the principles of 

his behavior toward her. “How can I be willingly cold and rude to this poor young girl, who is 
ruining herself for me?” When she seemed the least bit indisposed, even on days when 
wisdom’s awful voice made itself heard, he no longer had the courage to address those cruel 
remarks to her—words so indispensable, as he had learned, for the preservation of their love. 

                                                                                                                                                                    
roguish Figaro, quickly became fixed in the French national imagination. Both plays inspired operas, better 
known to Anglophone audiences than the plays that inspired them. 
10 Tobias George Smollett (1721–71), versatile English writer known for his satirical novels and a multivolume 
History of England; he also translated Don Quixote. 
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“I plan to write to my father,” Mathilde told him one day. “He’s been more than merely a 
father to me; he’s been a friend. How unworthy I would feel, both of you and of myself, if I 
tried to deceive him even for an instant.” 

“My God!” said Julien, terrified. “What are you doing?” 
“My duty,” she replied, her eyes shining with joy. 
She felt she was being nobler than her lover. 
“But he’ll dismiss me, most disgracefully!” 
“That’s his right: we need to respect it. I’ll give you my arm and we’ll leave by the front 

door, in full daylight.” 
Stunned, Julien begged her to wait a week. 
“I can’t,” she answered. “Honor calls. I have seen my duty and I must observe it—and 

immediately.” 
“Very well! I order you to wait,” Julien finally said. “Your honor is protected: I’m your 

husband. This truly major step will change everything, for both of us. I too am within my 
rights. Today is Tuesday; next Tuesday will be the Duke de Retz’s day to receive visitors.11 That 
evening, when Monsieur de La Mole returns, the porter will hand him the fatal letter...All he 
thinks about is making you a duchess: I know it. Think how miserable he’ll be!” 

“Do you mean: think what vengeance he’ll take?” 
“I am capable of commiserating with my benefactor, and being deeply sorrowful at 

hurting him. But I neither am, nor will I ever be, afraid of anyone.” 
Mathilde yielded. This was the first time, since she had told him of her new state, that he 

had spoken to her authoritatively. He had never loved her so deeply. The tender part of his 
heart accepted her present condition, most happily, as good reason not to speak to her 
harshly. But her confession to Monsieur de La Mole made him exceedingly nervous. Would he 
be separated from Mathilde? And no matter what sadness his departure might cause her, 
would she still think of him, a month afterward? 

His dread was almost as severe as the thoroughly justified reproaches the marquis might 
direct at him. 

That evening, he confessed to Mathilde how concerned he was, on this second score—
and then, swept on by love, he also admitted the first. 

She changed color. 
“Really?” she asked. “Six months away from me would be misery?” 
“Immensely—the only sorrow I can imagine that absolutely terrorizes me.” 
Mathilde was happy. Julien had played his role so studiously that, by now, she’d come to 

believe her love greater than his. 
The fatal Tuesday came. At midnight, on his return, the marquis was given a letter that 

had been marked for him alone to open, and for him to read only when alone: 
MY FATHER, 
All merely social connections have been broken, as between us: all that remain are those 

created by Nature. After my husband, you are and always will be most dearest to me. My eyes 
fill with tears, I imagine the pain I cause you, but to keep my shame from becoming public I 
could no longer withhold the confession I owe you, so you will have the opportunity to think, 
and to act. If your affection for me, which I know is strong, leads you to grant me some small 
allowance, I will go and live wherever you like, perhaps in Switzerland, with my husband. His 
name is so little known that no one will recognize your daughter as Madame Sorel, daughter-

                                                             
11 Among the busy society of the Parisian monde, many aristocrats reserved one day a week when they 
received guests. 
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in-law of a carpenter from Verrières. There is the name it so hurts me to write. I dread, on 
Julien’s behalf, the anger which will seem to you so just. I will not be a duchess, my father, but 
I knew that from the moment I loved him—and it was I who first fell in love, it was I who 
seduced him. It is from you that I come by a soul too lofty to linger over matters that are, or 
which seem to me to be, coarse. I tried unsuccessfully, as you wished, to please you and 
contemplate Monsieur de Croisenois. Why did you set true merit right under my eyes? You 
yourself said to me, when I returned from Hyères: “This young Sorel is the only person I find 
entertaining.” The poor fellow is every bit as distressed as I am, if that is possible, at the pain 
this letter will cause you. I cannot keep you from being angry, as a father, but love me, always 
love me, as a dear friend. 

Julien always respected me. If he sometimes spoke to me, that was only due to his 
profound gratitude toward you, because natural pride allowed him only to respond in formal 
terms to everything he knew was beyond him. He is keenly, inherently aware of the difference 
in our social positions. It was I—I confess this to my best friend, blushing, nor is this a 
confession I will ever make to anyone else—it was I who, in the garden one day, took his arm. 

Twenty-four hours from now, why should you be angry with him? My offense is 
irreparable. If you so require, I will be the one to transmit to you his assurances of the most 
profound respect, and his despair at having displeased you. You need not see him, but I will 
join him, once again, wherever he may go. That is his right, and it is my duty: he is my child’s 
father. If in your kindness you wish to give us six thousand francs to live on, I would be 
grateful. Otherwise, Julien plans to reside in Besançon, where he will become a teacher of 
Latin and of literature. No matter how low his beginning may be, I am positive he will rise. I 
am not worried about obscurity, living with him. If there is a revolution, I am confident he will 
play a leading role. Could you possibly say such a thing of any of the others who have sought 
my hand? They possess fine lands and estates! That alone does not seem to me reason to 
admire them. Even under the regime now in power, my Julien will rise to high position, if he 
had a million and my father’s support.... 

Knowing her father to be a man who regularly acted, and at once, on the first thought 
that came to him, Mathilde had written him a full eight pages. 

“What can I do?” Julien was asking himself, while Monsieur de La Mole read this letter. 
“What, first of all, is my duty? And second, what would be best for me? My debt to him is 
immense. Without him, I might have been a worthless rogue, and not enough of a rogue to 
prevent my being hated and persecuted. He made me a man of the world, on which account 
my necessary rascalities will be, first, less frequent, and second, less unworthy. That’s a good 
deal more than if he’d given me a million. I owe him this medal, and some show of diplomatic 
activity, which set me on equal terms with the world. 

“If he were, right now, to write out rules for my behavior, what would he write...?” 
Julien was cut short by Monsieur de La Mole’s old manservant. 
“The marquis wants you, right now, dressed or not.” 
As he walked at Julien’s side, the valet added, his voice low: “He’s beside himself. Watch 

out.” 

Chapter Thirty-Three: The Hell of Weakness 

Cutting this diamond, a clumsy jeweler took away some of its greatest brilliance. In the Middle Ages—no, 
even under Richelieu—a Frenchman had willpower . 
—Mirabeau 
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The marquis was furious. For the first time in his life, perhaps, this noble lord acted 
unacceptably: he showered Julien with every insult he could think of. Our hero was 
astonished, irritated, but his gratitude was in no way shaken. What wonderful plans, long 
cherished deep in the poor man’s heart, came crashing down in a tumbled heap! “But I ought 
to answer him: my silence will make him angrier.” His response was provided by Molière’s 
Tartuffe. 

“I’m not an angel...I’ve served you well, and you’ve paid me generously...I was grateful, but 
I’m twenty-two years old...In this house, you were the only one who understood my thoughts, 
and that lovable lady—” 

“Monster!” cried the marquis. “Lovable! Lovable! The day you found her lovable, you 
should have fled.” 

“And I tried to. I asked you, at the time, to let me go to Languedoc.” 
Weary of pacing angrily up and down, subdued by sorrow, the marquis threw himself into 

an armchair. Julien heard him mutter: “That does show he’s not malicious.” 
“No, that’s not what I’ve been to you,” exclaimed Julien, falling to his knees. But that 

made him feel deeply shamed, and he rose at once. 
The marquis was truly unhinged. Seeing Julien on his knees, he began to heap insults on 

him, horrible and quite worthy of a taxi driver. Hearing such unheard-of things from his own 
lips may have offered a degree of distraction. 

“What! My daughter to be known as Madame Sorel! What! My daughter is not to be a 
duchess!” Every time these two ideas plainly presented themselves, Monsieur de La Mole’s soul 
was racked; his mind was no longer under control. Julien feared the marquis might beat him. 

In lucid intervals, and when he began to grow more habituated to his misery, the marquis 
spoke quite reasonably of Julien’s behavior: 

“You had to flee, sir,” he said...”Your duty was to flee.. .. You’re the lowest of men....” 
Julien went to a desk and wrote: 
“My life has long been unbearable: I here end it. I beg Marquis de La Mole to accept, along 

with an expression of boundless gratitude, my regret for the embarrassment which my death, 
under his roof, may cause him.” 

“If monsieur will trouble himself to read this...Kill me,” said Julien, “or have your valet kill 
me. It’s now one in the morning. I’m going to walk in the garden, near the far wall.” 

“Go to the devil,” cried the marquis as he left. 
“I quite understand,” Julien thought. “He wouldn’t regret it, if I spared his valet the 

trouble of killing me...All right, let him kill me himself: I offer him that reparation...But, damn 
it, I love life...I owe myself to my son.” 

This idea, for the first time clearly presenting itself to his mind, took over his thoughts, 
after the first few minutes of his walk, which had been filled with the sense of danger. 

This brand-new concern made him a prudent man. “I need to get advice, to deal with this 
wildly insane man...He’s lost his mind; he’s capable of anything. Fouqué is too far off. Besides, 
he has no sense for what the heart of someone like the marquis would be feeling. 

“Count Altamira...Can I be sure of eternal silence? The advice I seek must not involve 
performance of an action: that would complicate my position. Alas: the only one I can turn to 
is somber Father Pirard...His spirit has been shrunken by Jansenism...Some rascally Jesuit 
would understand the world, and would suit me better...Father Pirard is capable of beating 
me, the instant he hears what I’ve done.” 

Tartuffe’s genius came to Julien’s aid: “Yes, I’ll go and make my confession to him.” After 
walking in the garden for two whole hours, that was the last decision he came to. He no longer 
expected to be surprised by a gunshot. Sleep prevailed. 
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The next day, very early in the morning, Julien was miles from Paris, knocking at the 
harsh Jansenist’s door. He discovered, to his immense astonishment, that Father Pirard was 
not particularly surprised by what he heard. 

“I ought perhaps to reproach myself,” he said, more worried than annoyed. “I should have 
been able to predict this love affair. My affection for you, my miserable little one, kept me 
from warning the father....” 

“What’s he going to do?” Julien asked anxiously. 
(At this moment, he loved the priest, and any kind of quarrel would have been, for him, 

extremely painful.) 
“I myself envisage three choices,” Julien went on. “First, Monsieur de La Mole can 

sentence me to death.” He described the suicide letter he had left with the marquis. “Second, 
he can have me shot at point-blank range by Count Norbert, who would challenge me to a 
duel.” 

“You’d accept?” said the priest, furious, and he rose from his chair. 
“You’re not letting me finish. Most assuredly, I could never fire at my benefactor’s son. 
“Third, he might send me away. If he says: ’Go to Edinburgh, to New York,’ I’d obey him. 

Then they might be able to hide Mademoiselle de La Mole’s condition. But I would not permit 
them to do away with my son.” 

“And that will be—have no doubt—,” said Father Pirard, “—this corrupt man’s first 
idea....” 

At Paris, Mathilde was in despair. At seven o’clock, she had seen her father. He had 
shown her Julien’s letter: she shivered, thinking he might have considered that putting an end 
to his life would be a noble deed. “And without my permission,” she said to herself, with a 
sadness that was also anger. 

“If he is dead,” she told her father. “I will die. And you’ll be the cause of his death...It 
might make you happy...But I swear by his departed ghost, I’d first put on mourning, and in 
every public place I will be known as the widowed Madame Sorel, and I’ll send out death 
notices: you can count on it. You’ll find me neither timid nor cowardly.” 

Love drove her almost mad. For his part, Monsieur de La Mole was stunned. 
He began to see what had happened with some degree of rationality. Mathilde did not 

come to lunch. The marquis felt himself freed of an enormous weight, and above all flattered, 
when he realized she’d said nothing to her mother. 

Julien dismounted. Mathilde had him called, and threw herself into his arms, almost in 
sight of her chambermaid. Julien was not terribly gratified by this demonstration, having left 
his long conference with Father Pirard in an intensely diplomatic and calculating state of 
mind. Turning all the possibilities over and over in his mind, his imagination had worn itself 
down. Mathilde, tears in her eyes, told him she’d seen his suicide letter. 

“My father might change his mind. Please, for my sake, leave this very instant for 
Villequier. Get back on your horse and leave, before they rise from the table.” 

Julien still seemed amazed, and cold; she shed enormous quantities of tears. 
“Let me manage our business,” she exclaimed ecstatically, holding him tightly in her 

arms. “You know very well I’m not separating us of my own choice. Write to me, using my 
chambermaid’s name, and have the address written by someone else. Me, I’ll write you 
volumes. Farewell! Flee!” 

This last word offended Julien, but he obeyed. “It’s nothing less than fated,” he thought, 
“that, even in their best moments, these people know how to hurt me.” 

Mathilde was completely firm, resisting every one of her father’s prudent plans. She 
refused to negotiate on any other bases than these: she would be Madame Sorel and live in 
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poverty, with her husband, in Switzerland, or else at her father’s great house in Paris. The 
proposal that her delivery be a clandestine one was totally out of the question: “That would 
open the door for possible slander and dishonor. Two months after my marriage, I’ll go 
traveling with my husband, and then, to suggest that my son was born at the proper time will 
be extremely simple.” 

Greeted, at first, by fits of anger, her steadiness ended by shaking the marquis. 
Once, in a tender moment: 
“Look here,” he told his daughter. “This is a registered certificate, good for a yearly 

income of ten thousand francs. Send it to your Julien, and let him hide it somewhere so I can’t 
take it back.” 

In order to obey Mathilde, whose passion for giving orders he knew only too well, Julien 
had made a useless hundred-and-twenty-mile journey. He had been staying in Villequier, 
putting the farmers’ accounts in order; the marquis’s gift brought him back. He went to seek 
asylum with Father Pirard, who in his absence had become Mathilde’s most useful ally. Every 
time the marquis sought his advice, Father Pirard demonstrated that any choice, other than a 
public marriage, would be a sin in the eyes of God. 

“And luckily,” the priest would continue, “the world’s wisdom is, in this matter, 
completely in accord with that of the Church. Could one rely for a single moment, given 
Mademoiselle de La Mole’s fiery character, on the sanctity of a secret she would not impose on 
herself? If you do not take the frank step of a public marriage, society will be busy, for a long 
time to come, with this strange mismatch. Everything must be said and done at the same time, 
without any display, or any reality, of the mysterious and unknown.” 

“That’s true,” the marquis acknowledged somberly. “That way, talk about the marriage, 
after three days, would become the boring gossip of empty-headed people. We will have to 
take advantage of some great anti-Jacobin proposals from the government, and slide along, 
unseen, right behind that.” 

Two or three of Monsieur de La Mole’s friends agreed with Father Pirard. To their minds, 
the great obstacle was Mathilde’s notorious willfulness. Yet for all these finely tuned 
arguments, the marquis’s soul found it hard to abandon hope of a duchess’s title for his 
daughter. 

His memory, and his mind, were equally well stocked with tricks and pretenses of every 
kind, for in his earlier days they had all been possible. To give in to necessity, to be afraid of 
the law of the land, seemed absurd and dishonorable for a man of his rank. He was paying 
dearly, now, for those enchanting daydreams about his daughter’s future in which, for ten long 
years, he had indulged himself. 

“Who could have foreseen it?” he told himself. “A girl of such a haughty nature, of so fine 
a mind, prouder even than I am of the name she bears! whose hand had been sought of all of 
the most illustrious men in France! 

“All prudence must be renounced! This century was born to overwhelm everything! We 
are marching into chaos.” 

Chapter Thirty-Four: a Man of Spirit 

The governor was riding along on his horse, saying to himself: “Why can’t I be a government minister? 
President of the Privy Council? A duke? Here’s how I’d wage war...And this is how I’d lock away all 
innovators, chain them up....” 
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—The Globe12 

Ten years of dreaming take such complete control of a man’s mind that no argument can 
destroy them. The marquis did not think it reasonable to be angry, but neither could he make 
up his mind to forgive. Sometimes he said to himself: “If this Julien could have a fatal 
accident...” This was how his gloomy mind found a bit of solace, pursuing the most absurd 
fantasies. His wild fancies numbed the effect of Father Pirard’s wise reasoning. And so an 
entire month went by, and negotiations did not advance a single step. 

In this family business, as in politics, the marquis formulated brilliant insights, his 
enthusiasm for which lasted three days. No plan pleased him, merely on the basis that it was 
supported by excellent arguments: he approved only of those arguments which favored 
whatever, at that moment, his favorite plan happened to be. For three days, he labored with a 
poet’s ardor and enthusiasm, bringing everything to a certain posture. The next day, he 
wouldn’t hear of it any longer. 

Julien was initially disconcerted by all the marquis’s delaying actions. After several weeks, 
however, he began to understand that, in this business, Monsieur de La Mole had no fixed 
approach whatever. 

Madame de La Mole, like everyone else in the house, believed that Julien had gone to the 
provinces to supervise family properties. He was in fact staying, secretly, with Father Pirard, 
and saw Mathilde almost every day. Every morning, she spent an hour with her father, but 
sometimes they went for weeks without mentioning the business that remained central in 
their minds. 

“I don’t want to know where that man is,” the marquis told her, one day. “Just send him 
this letter.” Mathilde read it: 

My Languedoc properties bring in 20,600 francs. I give 10,600 francs to my daughter, and 10,000 francs 
to Monsieur Julien Sorel. This means, of course, that I hereby give the property as well as the income 
therefrom. Tell the lawyer to draw up two separate deeds of gift, and have them brought to me tomorrow. 
From then on, there will be no relationship between us. Ah! Sir, should I have expected all this? 
Marquis De La Mole 

“I thank you very much,” said Mathilde gaily. “We’ll be staying at Château d’Aiguillon, 
between Agen and Marmande. I’m told it’s every bit as beautiful as Italy.” 

The gift was an immense surprise to Julien. This was not the cold, severe marquis he had 
known. Julien’s own thoughts were taken up, well in advance, with his son’s future. This 
unexpected and, for a man as poor as himself, rather considerable fortune made him 
ambitious for his child. He anticipated, either on his wife’s account or his own, an income of 
thirty-six thousand francs. All Mathilde’s emotions were absorbed in adoration of her 
husband—as pride always caused her to refer to Julien. Her great, her sole ambition was to 
have her marriage made known. She spent her days in exaggerating to herself the high wisdom 
she had shown, linking her destiny to that of so superior a man. Personal merit had become 
her preoccupation. 

Almost continuous separation, the great number of business matters to be dealt with, the 
shortage of time for talking of love, completed the healthy effect of wise diplomacy, conceived 
originally by Julien. 

Mathilde finally became impatient at seeing so little of the man she had, in fact, truly 
learned to love. 

In a fit of bad humor, she wrote to her father, beginning her letter like Othello:13 

                                                             
12 See note for p. 364, l. 20. 
13 It is actually Desdemona who writes a letter. 
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The fact of my choice sufficiently demonstrates, in itself, that I have preferred Julien to 
the pleasures society offered to the daughter of Marquis de La Mole. The delights of esteem 
and rank, and of petty vanity, are as nothing to me. I have lived, separated from my husband, 
for nearly six weeks. This should be sufficient to demonstrate my filial respect. Before this 
coming Wednesday, I will have left my father’s house. Your benefactions have enriched us. No 
one knows my secret, except worthy Father Pirard. I will go to him; he will marry us, and an 
hour after the ceremony we will be en route to Languedoc, and we will not return to Paris 
unless you so order. But what pierces my heart is that all this will make a juicy story aimed at 
me, and at you. Might not the witticisms of some public fool compel our excellent Norbert to 
pick a quarrel with Julien? In that case, I know Julien too well to think I’d have any control 
over him. We should see that his soul is that of a plebeian in revolt. I beg you on bended 
knees, oh my father! come and attend our marriage, which will be next Thursday, in Father 
Pirard’s church. The nasty stories will have their spice smoothed away, and the life of your 
only daughter and her husband will be saved, etc., etc. 

The marquis’s heart was thrown into a strange quandary. Finally, he had to make a 
choice. All his petty customs, all his coarse friends, had lost their influence. 

In these unusual circumstances, lofty characteristics, born out of the events of his youth, 
came once again to the fore. The miseries of forced emigration had made him an imaginative 
man. For a brief two years he had enjoyed the benefits of a huge fortune and all manner of 
court distinctions, and then 1790 had thrown him into frightful suffering. It was a hard school 
and had changed a twenty-two-year-old’s soul: he was still encamped in the middle of his 
wealth, rather than ruled by it. But this same imagination, which had protected his soul from 
the gangrene of gold, had plunged him into a mad passion to see his daughter dignified by a 
glorious title. 

In the past six weeks, which had been dominated by his whims, the marquis first wanted 
to make Julien rich. Poverty seemed to Monsieur de La Mole unworthy, dishonorable to him 
personally, utterly impossible in his daughter’s husband. He threw money at Julien. The next 
day, his mind took a different direction: he was sure Julien would come to understand the 
silent language in which all this gold was speaking, and would change his name, exile himself 
to America, write to Mathilde, saying he was now dead, as far as she was concerned.... 
Monsieur de La Mole imagined this letter written, received, read; he traced out its effect on his 
daughter’s character.... 

On the day when Mathilde’s real letter drew him out of such childish dreams, instead of 
fancies about killing Julien, or making him disappear, he imagined creating for him a truly 
brilliant fortune. He would have him take the name of one of his estates, and saw no reason 
why the de La Mole peerage should not descend to Julien. His own father-in-law, the Duke of 
Chaulnes, had more than once spoken to him—after the duke’s only son was killed in Spain—
of his wish that Norbert succeed to the title.... 

“How could we deny Julien his marked aptitude for business, his boldness, perhaps even 
his brilliance, “ the marquis said to himself. “But there is something frightening, deep down in 
his character. This is the effect he always has on others, so it must stem from something real.” 
(The more difficult it was to be sure just how real, the more the old marquis’s imaginative soul 
took fright.) 

“The other day, my daughter told me, very cleverly [this letter has been deleted]: ’Julien 
has not joined any social group, nor any intellectual one.’ He hasn’t mustered any support 
against me, not even the smallest resources, were I to turn my back on him...But is this simple 
ignorance of how things actually work? ... I’ve said to him, two or three times: ’The only real, 
the only profitable, society to join is society itself.’... 
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“No, he lacks the lawyer’s fawning shrewdness, which never loses a minute or wastes an 
opportunity...He’s not a bit like someone from Louis XI’s14 time. On the other hand, I see in 
him a most striking lack of generosity. ...I can’t fathom him...Does he say such things simply to 
dam up his passions? 

“Still, one thing stands out: he cannot tolerate contempt. That gives me a grip on him. 
“He has no faith in high birth; that’s a fact. He has no instinctive respect for us...That’s a 

drawback—yet, ultimately, a seminarian’s soul should be impatient only with shortages of 
pleasure and money. He is totally different, incapable of enduring scorn, no matter what the 
price.” 

Pressured by his daughter’s letter, Monsieur de La Mole saw that he had to make up his 
mind: “In the end, this is the central question: Was Julien’s boldness, his daring in courting my 
daughter, founded in his knowledge that I love her more than anything in the world—and that 
I have an income of a quarter of a million francs? 

“Mathilde directly challenges this...No, my Julien; this is a matter about which I cannot 
afford to entertain any illusions. 

“Is what we have here a genuine love, unforeseen, unplanned? Or merely a low desire to 
rise into a higher social standing? Mathilde sees things very clearly. She knew from the very 
beginning that, for me, this could be the issue on which he ruins himself, and so she made her 
confession, saying it was she who was the first to think of love... 

“A girl of such lofty character, so far forgetting herself that she makes physical advances! 
Clutching at his arm, in the garden, one night: how ghastly! As if she hadn’t a hundred less 
indecent ways of letting him know she was thinking of him. 

“He who excuses himself, accuses himself: I don’t believe Mathilde.” On this day, the 
marquis’s thoughts were more conclusive than usual. But habit prevailed; he decided to gain 
time by writing to his daughter, since they had been corresponding back and forth, from one 
part of the house to the other. Monsieur de La Mole did not dare engage in a face-to-face 
discussion with Mathilde; he would not be able to hold his own. He was afraid of ending it all 
by some sudden surrender: 

Beware of any new foolishness. Here is a commission as a cavalry lieutenant, for Chevalier 
Julien Sorel de La Vernaye. You can see what I’m doing for him. Don’t oppose me; don’t ask me 
any questions. Let him leave in twenty-four hours, to report at Strasbourg, where his regiment 
is stationed. Here too is a draft on my banker. See to it that I am obeyed. 

Mathilde’s love, and her joy, were boundless. She wanted to take due advantage of her 
victory, and replied immediately: 

Monsieur de La Vernaye would be at your feet, wild with gratitude, if he knew what you 
are willing to do for him. But, so immersed has my father been in his generosity, he has 
forgotten his daughter, whose honor is at risk. One single indiscretion can result in an 
everlasting stain, which sixty thousand francs of income would never wipe away. I will not 
send his commission to Monsieur de La Vernaye unless you give me your word that, sometime 
next month, my marriage will be celebrated in public, at Villequier. Shortly thereafter—and I 
beg you not to exceed the stipulated period—your daughter will appear in public, under the 
name Madame de La Vernaye. How grateful I am to you, dear Papa, for having saved me from 
the name Sorel, etc., etc. 

The reply was unexpected: 

                                                             
14 Known as the Spider King, Louis XI (born 1423, reigned 1461–83) was a shrewd and ruthless politician who 
made great strides in increasing the centralized power of the French monarchy. 
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Obey me, or I’ll take back everything. Be careful, rash young woman. I still do not know 
what your Julien truly is, and you yourself know even less than I do. Let him leave for 
Strasbourg, and let him do what he ought to do. I will let you know my wishes in two weeks’ 
time. 

This strict response stunned Mathilde. “I don’t know who Julien is.” These words threw her 
into a reverie, which soon ended in the most enchanting of imaginary events. But she thought 
they were real. “My Julien’s spirit hasn’t worn the drawing rooms’ shabby uniform, and my 
father doesn’t believe in his superiority, precisely on these grounds, which in fact prove it... 

“Just the same, if I don’t give in to this characteristic whim, I can see the real possibility of 
a public quarrel. A scandal would lower my social position, and might well make me less 
lovable to Julien. After a scandal ...ten years of poverty—, and the madness of choosing a 
husband because of his merit, and nothing else, can only be rescued from ridicule by the most 
gleaming opulence. If I live far away from my father, at his age he might forget me...Norbert 
will marry some lovable, clever woman: old Louis XIV was seduced by the Duchess of 
Burgundy.”15 

She decided to obey, but was careful not to let Julien see her father’s letter. His fierce 
nature might lead him to do something foolish. 

That evening, when she told Julien he was a cavalry lieutenant, his joy was unrestrained. 
One can easily picture it, knowing his lifelong ambition, and also his new passion for his son. 
The name change absolutely struck him dumb. 

“After all,” he thought, “this romantic story is over, and the glory is all mine. I’ve learned 
how to love this prideful monster,” he added, looking at Mathilde. “Her father can’t live 
without her, nor she without him.” 

Chapter Thirty-Five: A Thunderstorm 

My God, give me mediocrity.16 
—Mirabeau 

His soul was lost in thought; he only partially responded to her eager tenderness. He 
remained silent, somber. He had never seemed to her so noble, so adorable. She worried that 
his pride might fall into some subtlety, which would end by jumbling up everything. 

Virtually every morning, she saw Father Pirard come to the house. Couldn’t he have 
helped Julien discover something of what her father meant to do? Might the marquis himself, 
moved by an eccentric impulse, have written to the priest? Following on such intense 
happiness, how explain Julien’s somber behavior? She did not dare ask him. 

She did not dare! She, Mathilde de La Mole! From then on there was something vague, 
unpredictable, almost terror-stricken in her feelings about Julien. Her dry heart experienced 
all the passion possible, for someone brought up in the midst of the extravagant civilization 
worshipped by Paris. 

The next day, very early, Julien was at Father Pirard’s. A team of mail-coach horses arrived 
in the priest’s courtyard, pulling a dilapidated carriage, rented from the nearby mail office. 

“This kind of thing is no longer appropriate,” the harsh priest told him, sourly. “Here’s 
twenty thousand francs, given you by Monsieur de La Mole. He expects you to spend this in 

                                                             
15 Wife of the old king’s grandson, the Duchess of Burgundy became a favorite of—but certainly not a mistress 
to—Louis XIV. 
16 This quotation is difficult to imagine from the mouth or pen of Mirabeau. 
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the course of a year, but is also expecting you not to look any more ridiculous than you have 
to.” (The priest also saw, in so large a sum thrown to so young a man, the commission of a sin.) 

“The marquis also writes,” Father Pirard went on, “that Monsieur Julien de La Vernaye has 
had this money from his father, who needs no further designation. It will be up to Monsieur de 
La Vernaye to decide if he wants to give something to Monsieur Sorel, a carpenter in Verrières, 
in whose charge he was, as a child...I can take care of that part of the commission,” the priest 
added. “I have finally brought Monsieur de La Mole to the point of settling with Father de 
Frilair, that ultimate Jesuit. His influence is definitely stronger than ours. The implicit 
recognition of your high birth, by that man who rules Besançon, will be one of the tacit terms 
of the settlement.” 

Unable to control his excitement, Julien embraced the priest. He saw himself 
acknowledged. 

“What nonsense!” said Father Pirard, pushing him away. “What’s the meaning of such 
worldly vanity? As for Sorel and his sons, I will offer them, in my name, an annual pension of 
five hundred francs each, to be paid so long as I hear no evil of them.” 

Julien had already become cold and distant. He expressed his thanks, but in the vaguest 
language, and without committing himself to anything. “Might it be possible,” he was asking 
himself, “that I could be the natural son of some great lord, exiled to our mountains by the 
dreaded Napoleon?” The more he considered it, the idea seemed to him less and less 
improbable...”My hatred for my father would be one thing that proved it.. .. And I wouldn’t be 
a monster!” 

A few days later, the Fifteenth Cavalry Regiment, one of the army’s shining units, was in 
battle formation on the Strasbourg parade ground. Chevalier de La Vernaye rode the finest 
horse in all Alsace, which had cost him six thousand francs. He had been mustered in as a 
lieutenant, without ever having been a second lieutenant, except on the rolls of a regiment 
he’d never heard of. 

His imperturbable demeanor, his severe and almost malicious eyes, his pallor, and his 
invariable calm coolness began to frame his reputation. Soon, his perfect, measured politeness, 
his swordsmanship and skill with his pistol, which he neither hid nor affectedly advertised, 
eliminated the possibility of open, audible jesting about him. Matters hung in the balance for 
five or six days, but then regimental opinion publicly declared itself in his favor. “This young 
fellow has everything,” pronounced bantering senior officers, “except youth.” 

From Strasbourg, Julien wrote to Father Chélan, formerly parish priest at Verrières, who 
was reaching the outer limits of extreme old age: 

You will have heard, with a joy I cannot doubt, of the events which have induced my 
family to make me rich. I enclose five hundred francs which I beg you to distribute, very 
quietly, and with no mention of my name, to such miserable wretches as, once, I myself used 
to be, people you are surely helping as once you helped me. 

Julien was drunk with ambition, not with vanity, but all the same most of his attention 
was devoted to his appearance. His horses, his and his servants’ uniforms, received such care 
as would have done honor to the fastidiousness of a great English lord. Though very newly 
commissioned, just two days since, and by preferential treatment, he was already calculating 
that to be commander in chief by, at the latest, age thirty (as all great generals were), by the 
time he was twenty-three he must be more than a mere lieutenant. All he thought about were 
glory and his son. 

It was thus in the midst of the most ungoverned ecstasies of ambition that he was 
surprised by a young de La Mole footman, who came bearing a letter: 
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We’re completely ruined [Mathilde wrote]. Hurry as fast as you can, sacrifice everything, 
desert if necessary. When you come, wait for me in a taxi, near the garden’s little door, at 
number —— of ——— Street. I’ll come and speak with you; perhaps I can bring you into the 
garden. We’re ruined, I believe, beyond any hope whatever. You can count on me: you’ll see 
that, in adversity, I am both devoted and constant. I love you. 

In a matter of minutes, Julien obtained a leave from his colonel and left Strasbourg at full 
gallop. But he was too horribly upset, consumed by anxiety, to continue this mode of travel 
any farther than Metz. He threw himself into a mail coach and, with a speed that seemed 
almost incredible, reached the place she had indicated, near the little door to the de La Mole 
garden. The door was opened. And in a moment, forgetting all concern for what others might 
see, Mathilde dashed into his arms. Fortunately, it was only five in the morning, and the street 
was still deserted. 

“We’re completely ruined. My father, afraid of my tears, left Thursday night. For where? 
No one knows. Here is his letter. Read it.” And she got into the cab with him. 

I could pardon anything, but not a plan to seduce you because you’re rich. That, my ill-
fated daughter, is the ghastly truth. I give you my word of honor that I will never consent to 
your marrying this man. I promise him an income of ten thousand francs, if he wishes to live 
abroad, outside the borders of France, or best of all in America. Read the letter I received, in 
response to the inquiries I made. The shameless fellow himself is responsible for my writing to 
Madame de Rênal. If you write to me about him, I will never read a line of it. I loathe both 
Paris and you. Try to keep totally secret that which will be happening. Renounce—renounce 
sincerely —this vile man, and you will regain a father. 

“Where is Madame de Rênal’s letter?” Julien asked, coldly. 
“Here it is. I didn’t want you to see it till you were ready.” 
My duty to the sacred cause of religion and morality requires me, sir, to proceed with the 

painful step I am about to take, in writing to you. An infallible law now orders me to do harm 
to my neighbor, but in order to prevent an even greater disgrace. The sorrow I feel must yield 
to my sense of duty. It is entirely true, sir, that the person in question’s conduct, about which 
you seek full and accurate information, might be considered inexplicable, or even honorable. I 
might have thought it proper to hide, or to disguise, some part of the truth; prudence might so 
desire, as might, also, religion. But the conduct about which you inquire has in fact been 
extraordinarily blameworthy—indeed, more than I can tell you. Poor and voraciously greedy, 
this man sought position and reputation by the most consummate hypocrisy, as well as by the 
seduction of a weak and miserable woman. One part of my painful duty is to add, here, that I 
believe Monsieur J——— has absolutely no religious beliefs. In good conscience, I am obliged 
to believe that one of his roads to success, in any house into which he comes, is to search for 
and seduce the woman whose assets are the greatest. Cloaked by a pretense of unselfishness, 
and by romantic talk, his great, and his sole, goal is to enable himself to make use of the 
master of the house and of his fortune. He leaves behind him misery and eternal regret, etc., 
etc. 

This extremely long letter, partially erased by tears, had in fact been written by Madame 
de Rênal. She had written it, indeed, more carefully than usual. 

“I can’t blame Monsieur de La Mole,” said Julien when he had finished reading. “He is fair 
and sensible. What father would give his beloved daughter to such a man! Farewell!” 

Julien jumped down from the cab and ran to a mail coach, which had stopped at the end 
of the street. He appeared to have forgotten Mathilde, who took several steps as if to follow 
after him. But staring merchants, coming to the doors of their shops—people very well aware 
of who she was—forced her to turn and hurriedly go back into the garden. 
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Julien was going to Verrières. During this rapid trip, he was unable to write to Mathilde, 
as he had planned: the only marks he made on paper were illegible scribblings. 

It was Sunday morning when he reached Verrières. He went into a local gunsmith’s shop, 
where he was covered with compliments for his recent good fortune. Everyone was talking 
about it. 

It was not easy for Julien to make the man understand that what he wanted was a pair of 
pistols. At his request, the gunsmith loaded and charged them. 

He heard three bells tolling: it was a familiar signal, in French villages. After the various 
morning bells had been rung, this announced that mass would soon be said. 

He went into Verrières’s new church. All the building’s high windows were draped with 
crimson curtains. He found himself standing a few steps behind Madame de Rênal’s pew. He 
thought she was praying quite fervently. Seeing this woman, for whom he had felt such love, 
made Julien’s limbs tremble so much that, at first, he could not do what he had planned. “I 
can’t do it,” he was saying to himself. “It’s physically impossible, shaking like this.” 

Just then, the young priest who was saying mass rang the little bell, announcing elevation 
of the Host. Madame de Rênal bent her head, and for a moment she was completely hidden 
beneath the folds of her shawl. Julien could no longer see her as plainly as he had. He fired the 
first pistol at her, and missed. He fired the second, and she fell. 

Chapter Thirty-Six: Somber Details 

Don’t expect me to show weakness. I have taken my revenge. I deserve death, and here I am. Pray for my 
soul. 
—Schiller 

Julien remained motionless; he could not see. When he came back to himself, just a little, 
he became aware that all the faithful had fled from the church. The priest had left the altar. 
Julien began to walk, very slowly, behind several women who were screaming as they ran. One 
woman, wanting to run faster than the others, shoved him, roughly, and he fell. His feet 
became entangled in a chair, knocked over by the rushing crowd. As he rose, he felt his neck 
tightly gripped. It was a policeman, in full uniform, who was holding him. Automatically, 
Julien tried to reach for his pistols, but a second policeman grasped his arms. 

He was brought to prison. They came into a room; chains were put on his wrists. He was 
left all alone. The door had been double-locked. Everything had happened quickly, and he had 
no idea what was going on. 

“My God, it’s all over,” he said out loud, as he came back to himself...”Yes, fifteen days, 
and then the guillotine...or I kill myself, between now and then.” 

His thinking could go no further. His head felt as if it had been violently compressed. He 
looked around to see if someone had hold of it. Almost immediately afterward, he fell into a 
very deep sleep. 

Madame de Rênal had not been fatally wounded. The first ball had gone through her hat. 
The second shot had been fired as she was turning around. The ball had hit her in the shoulder 
and, astonishingly, had been redirected by the shoulder bone which, however, it had cracked; 
the ball had ended by striking a Gothic pillar, from which it had split off an enormous sliver of 
stone. 

Later, after a long, painful dressing and bandaging, when the serious-faced surgeon told 
her, “I answer for your life as I would for my own,” she was profoundly distressed. 

For a long while, she wished sincerely for death. The letter, written to Monsieur de La 
Mole on the order of her current confessor, had been the final blow to a creature weakened by 
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unremitting misery. This misery was Julien’s absence; she called it, she herself, remorse. Her 
confessor, a young, fervently virtuous priest, newly arrived from Dijon, was not taken in. 

“To die this way, but not by my own hand: that’s not a sin,” thought Madame de Rênal. 
“God will perhaps pardon me for rejoicing in my death.” She did not dare add: “And to die at 
Julien’s hand, that is the very height of bliss.” 

She was barely free of the surgeon, and all the friends crowding around, when she 
summoned Elisa, her chambermaid. 

“The jailer,” she told her, blushing deeply, “is a savage man. He will surely mistreat Julien, 
believing I would want that...I cannot endure the idea. Might you yourself go and bring the 
jailer this little package, which contains some gold coins? You’ll tell him that religion does not 
allow him to mistreat a prisoner...Above all, he must not go around talking about receipt of 
this money.” 

And this, which we have just been recounting, was responsible for the Verrières jailer’s 
humanity to Julien. This was, as ever, Monsieur Noiroud, the perfect bureaucrat, in whom we 
have seen Monsieur Appert’s presence strike such notable fear. 

A judge came to the prison. “I killed by premeditation,” Julien told him. “I bought the 
pistols from, and had them loaded and charged by, Monsieur So-and-So, a gunsmith. Article 
1342 of the Code is clear: I deserve a sentence of death, and I expect it.” Astonished by this kind 
of response, the judge wanted to ask a whole batch of questions, so that the accused might 
have an opportunity to give conflicting answers. 

“But don’t you see,” said Julien, smiling, “that I’m making myself as guilty as you could 
ever want? Face it, sir: there’ll be no difficulty nabbing the victim you’re chasing. You will have 
the pleasure of sentencing him. Spare me, please, having to deal with you.” 

“I have one boring duty to fulfill,” Julien thought. “I must write to Mademoiselle de La 
Mole.” 

I have had my revenge [he told her]. Unfortunately, my name will appear in the 
newspapers; I cannot escape, incognito, from this world. I will die in two months. It was a 
revenge entirely ghastly, as is my sorrow at being separated from you. From this moment on, I 
forbid myself either to write or to speak your name. Never speak of me, even to my son: silence 
is the only way of honoring me. For the vulgar herd, I will be a coarse assassin...Let me be 
allowed to speak the truth, at this supreme moment: you will forget me. This immense 
catastrophe—as to which I advise you never to say a word, not to any living being—will for 
several years have drained away everything romantic and adventurous, so far as I can see, in 
your nature. You were made to dwell with the heroes of the Middle Ages: exhibit that same 
firmness in your own character. What must take place will be done in secret, without in any 
way compromising you. You will take an assumed name, and you will confide in no one. If you 
absolutely need a friend’s help, let me leave you Father Pirard. 

Speak to no one else, and above all not to people of your own class: the de Cayluses, the 
de Luzes. 

When I’ve been dead a year, marry Monsieur de Croisenois: please, I am commanding 
you, as your husband. Do not write to me; I will not reply. Since I’m not as evil as Iago,17 at 
least in my own mind, I’m going to say to you, as he said: “From this time forth I never will 
speak word.” 

I will not speak or write to anyone. You alone will have my final words, as also my final 
adoration. 

                                                             
17 The jealous false friend of Othello, who persuades him of the innocent Desdemona’s betrayal. Julien implies 
that he is using sincerely the words Iago used to stoke the Moor’s suspicions. 
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J.S. 

Only after having sent this letter, and for the first time, was Julien, now a bit more 
himself, very miserable. All the expectations and hopes of ambition had to be yanked out of 
his heart, one after the other, by those immense words: I am going to die. Death did not seem 
to him, in and of itself, horrible. His whole life had been nothing but a long prelude to misery, 
nor did he have to worry that he might forget what commonly passed as the greatest event of 
all. 

“Well then!” he told himself. “Suppose in sixty days I had to fight a duel against a truly 
magnificent swordsman, would I be so weak-minded that I’d never think of anything else, 
terror-stricken at heart?” 

He spent more than an hour trying to learn where he stood on this matter. 
When he could see clearly into his soul, and the truth was as plain as the prison’s stone 

pillars, which he saw very clearly indeed, he turned to thoughts of remorse! 
“Why should I be remorseful? I was atrociously offended against. I killed, I deserve death, 

but that’s all there is to it. I die, having first settled my accounts with humankind. I’m leaving 
no obligations unsatisfied, I owe no one anything: the only shameful aspect of my death is the 
instrument which will cause it. That alone, of course, will do more than nicely for the Verrières 
bourgeoisie, but from an intellectual perspective what could be more contemptible! In their 
eyes, all I have left is a single road to importance—and that would be to scatter pieces of gold 
among the crowd, as I go to the gallows. Thus joined to the idea of gold, my memory would be, 
for them, a truly resplendent thing.” 

A minute after this internal discussion, which seemed to him quite obvious: “I have 
nothing more to do on this earth,” Julien told himself, and fell deeply asleep. 

Toward nine, that night, the jailor woke him, bringing in his supper. 
“What’s being said, in Verrières?” 
“Monsieur Julien, the oath I took in front of the holy cross, right in the king’s courtroom 

the day I was installed in my place here, forces me to remain silent.” 
He was silent, but he did not leave. This coarse hypocrisy amused Julien. “I have to keep 

him waiting a long time,” he thought, “for the five francs he wants, so he can sell me his 
conscience.” 

The jailer saw the meal concluded without any attempt at bribery: 
“My regard for you, Monsieur Julien,” he said, smoothly hypocritical, “compels me to 

speak, even if they say it’s not in the interests of justice, because maybe it would let you better 
settle your defense.... Monsieur Julien, who’s a good fellow, will be very glad to hear Madame 
de Rênal’s getting better.” 

“What! She’s not dead?” cried Julien, beside himself. 
“Ah, you didn’t know that?” said the jailer stupidly; in another moment he had turned 

happily greedy. “It would only be fair if Monsieur Julien felt like giving something to the 
surgeon, who according to law and justice should never say anything. But just to please you, 
sir, I went to see him, and he let me know everything, strictly in confidence....” 

“You mean, the wound wasn’t fatal?” Julien said impatiently. “You’d stake your life on 
that?” 

The jailer, a giant of a man, was afraid, and backed toward the door. Julien saw he’d taken 
the wrong road to get at the truth; calming himself, he threw a five-franc gold piece to 
Monsieur Noiroud. 

As the jailer’s account began to convince Julien that Madame de Rênal’s wound had not 
been fatal, he felt himself overwhelmed by tears. “Get out,” he said sharply. 
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The jailer left. The door had barely closed behind him: “Good God! She’s not dead!” Julien 
exclaimed. And he fell to his knees, weeping hot tears. 

At that supreme moment, he was a true believer. “What difference does priestly hypocrisy 
make! Are they capable of depriving the idea of God of its truth and sublimity?” 

Only then did Julien begin to repent the crime he’d committed. Purely by coincidence, he 
escaped from despair: beginning at that very moment, he no longer felt physically inflamed 
and half mad, the state into which he had been plunged after his departure from Paris. 

His tears had sprung from a noble source; he had not the slightest doubt about the 
sentence awaiting him. 

“So she’ll live!” he was saying to himself...”She’ll live, so she can forgive me, and so she can 
love me....” 

The jailer woke him, late the next morning: 
“You’ve got to have a first-rate heart, Monsieur Julien,” he said. “I’ve been here twice, and 

I didn’t want to wake you up. Here’s two bottles of good wine, that our good parish priest, 
Father Maslon, sends you....” 

“Really? That rascal’s still here?” said Julien. 
“Yes, sir,” answered the jailer, lowering his voice. “But don’t speak so loud. It might not be 

good for you.” 
Julien had a good laugh. 
“From where I’m standing, my friend, you’re the only one who could hurt me, if you 

stopped being gentle and humane...You’ll be well paid,” Julien said, breaking off and resuming 
his imperious air. And he justified himself, immediately thereafter, by a golden gift. 

Monsieur Noiroud told him, once again, and in much greater detail, everything he had 
learned about Madame de Rênal, but he never said a word about Mademoiselle Elisa’s visit. 

The man was as deferential and tame as he could possibly be. An idea came into Julien’s 
head: “This deformed giant earns, at most, three or four hundred francs a year, because this 
jail’s not a very busy place. I could guarantee him ten thousand, if he were willing to save 
himself, and me, by going to Switzerland. ...The problem would be convincing him I really 
meant it.” The thought of the long discussion he’d have to endure, with such a vile creature, 
disgusted Julien. He turned his mind to other things. 

There was no more time for such diversions, after that night. At midnight, a mail coach 
arrived to take him away. He was very pleased with the policemen who made the trip with 
him. In the morning, when he arrived at the Besançon prison, they were kind enough to lodge 
him on the upper floor of a Gothic tower. He estimated the date of construction to be early 
fourteenth century; he admired the tower’s grace, and the striking lightness of its design. 
Through a narrow space between two walls, on the far side of a great courtyard, he had a 
glimpse of the superb view. 

He was interrogated the next day, after which, for several days, he was left in peace. His 
soul was calm. All he could see in the whole affair was perfectly simple: “I wanted to kill; I 
ought to be killed.” 

There was no point to even thinking about it, beyond this. The trial, the boredom of 
having to appear in public, his defense—all of those things seemed to him trivial 
embarrassments, boring ceremonies he need not think about, until the day came. The moment 
of his death hardly concerned him any more than these matters: “I’ll think about it after the 
trial’s over.” He did not find life boring: he found himself considering things from a new 
perspective. He had no more ambition. He seldom thought of Mademoiselle de La Mole. 
Remorse preoccupied him, and often presented him with the image of Madame de Rênal, 
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especially during the nighttime silence, only disturbed, in his high tower, by the shrieking of 
an osprey. 

He thanked heaven he had not fatally wounded her. “Astonishing!” he said to himself. “I 
felt that her letter to Monsieur de La Mole had destroyed, and forever, all my future happiness, 
and now, less than fifteen days after the date of that letter, I no longer think of what was then 
filling my mind.... An income of two or three thousand francs, to live peacefully up in the 
mountains, some place like Vergy...I was happy, then...I didn’t realize how happy I was!” 

Other times, he leaped up from his chair. “If I had fatally wounded Madame de Rênal, I 
would have committed suicide...I need to know that without a doubt, so I’m not horrified by 
myself. 

“Kill myself! That’s the really big question,” he told himself. “These terribly formalist 
judges, so relentless toward the poor accused, who’d have the worthiest of citizens strung up 
on a rope so they could earn themselves a medal...I’d take myself out of their control, to the 
insults they frame in their awful French, which the regional newspapers will call eloquence.... 

“Anyway, I like being alive. This vacation resort is peaceful. There aren’t any boring 
people in here,” he added, laughing, and began noting the books he’d like sent on to him, from 
Paris. 

Chapter Thirty-Seven: the Tower 

A friend’s tomb. 
—Sterne18 

He heard a loud noise in the corridor. It wasn’t the right time for people to be visiting the 
prison. The osprey flew off, screaming, the door opened, and old Father Chélan, trembling all 
over, walking cane in hand, flung himself into his arms. 

“Ah, Lord in heaven! Is it possible. My child...You monster, I really ought to say.” 
And the good old man could not manage another word. Julien was afraid he’d collapse. 

He had to lead him to a chair. Time’s hand lay heavily on this man, once so energetic. He 
seemed to Julien no more than a shadow of himself. 

When the old man could breathe again: “I got your letter, from Strasbourg, just the day 
before yesterday, and the five hundred francs for the poor in Verrières. They’ve taken me up to 
the mountains, where my nephew Jean lives, and I’m staying up there. Yesterday I heard about 
the catastrophe...Oh heaven! Is it possible?” And he was not crying anymore; he seemed blank, 
and went on, mechanically: “You’ll need your five hundred francs. Here.” 

“What I need is seeing you, my Father!” exclaimed Julien, deeply moved. “I’ve still got 
money.” 

But there was no coherent response. Now and then Father Chélan dropped a few tears, 
which crawled slowly down his cheeks; then the old man looked at Julien, and seemed 
astonished to see his hands clasped in Julien’s, and lifted to Julien’s lips. His once-lively face, 
which had portrayed so many noble feelings, and with such vivid energy, remained apathetic. 
A peasantlike man came looking for him. “We mustn’t let him get too tired,” he told Julien, 
who realized this was the nephew. 

This ghostly visit left Julien profoundly upset; he wept. Everything struck him as gloomy 
and comfortless; he felt his heart frozen in his breast. 

                                                             
18  
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This was the hardest moment he’d experienced since his crime. He had just seen death, in 
all its ugliness. All his illusions of soulful heights and nobility of feeling were blown away, like 
clouds in a wind. 

This horrible situation lasted for several hours. After having been morally poisoned, he 
needed physical remedies, and some good wine. Julien felt it was cowardly to fall back on such 
measures. Toward the end of this ghastly day, spent walking up and down his narrow tower: 
“What a fool I am!” he cried. “If I were to die as other people do, then seeing this poor old man 
ought to throw me into this frightful misery. But to die quickly, and in the flower of my life, is 
exactly what preserves me from this sad decrepitude.” 

But whatever arguments he set forth, Julien felt himself full of pity, like some chicken-
livered fellow, and so was made miserable by the visit. 

There was nothing rough and grandiose left in him, nothing of high Roman stoicism. 
Death seemed to be descending on him from some immense height, and was no longer so 
easily faced. 

“This will be my thermometer,” he told himself. “Tonight I’m ten degrees below the 
courage that can carry me to the guillotine. This morning, I had that courage. Nothing else 
matters, except lifting myself back, when I need to be there!” He found this metaphoric 
thermometer an amusing notion, and was at last able to turn his thoughts elsewhere. 

When he woke, the next day, he felt shamed by what had taken place the day before. “My 
happiness, my peace of mind, are threatened.” He was almost resolved to write to the 
prosecutor and ask that nobody at all be permitted to visit. “And Fouqué?” he thought. “If he 
decides to come to Besançon, how painful that would be!” 

It was two months, probably, since he’d thought of Fouqué. “I was a stupendous idiot, at 
Strasbourg: my mind stopped when it got to the collar on my coat.” He lingered over his 
memories of Fouqué, which left him feeling more tender. He walked nervously up and down. 
“By now I’m definitely twenty degrees below my death-level...If this weakness gets worse, it 
would be better to kill myself. What pleasure I’d give the likes of Father Maslon and Monsieur 
de Valenod if I die like a slob!” 

Fouqué came. This simple, good man was frantic with grief. His only idea—if he had an 
idea—was to sell everything he owned, to bribe the jailer and save Julien. He spoke at length 
about Count de Lavalette’s19 escape from the guillotine, in 1815. 

“You’re upsetting me,” Julien told him. “Monsieur de Lavalette was innocent, and me, I’m 
guilty. You don’t mean to, but you’re making me think about the difference.... 

“But really?” he continued. “Really? You’d sell everything?” Suddenly, Julien was once 
again watchful, suspicious. 

Thrilled to see his friend responding to his great idea, Fouqué went into immense detail, 
down to the last hundred francs, of what he could get for each bit of property. 

“What a sublime effort for a country landowner!” Julien thought. “What scraping and 
saving, what petty scrimping—which used to make me blush when I’d see him do it—he’d 
sacrifice for me! One of those handsome young fellows I saw at the de La Moles, wallowing in 
René,20 wouldn’t do all the ridiculous things that Fouqué does. But except for the terribly 
young ones who came into all their money by inheriting it, and have no idea what money is 
worth, which of those young Parisians would be capable of such a sacrifice?” 

                                                             
19 Condemned to death by the Bourbon government for having rallied to Napoleon during the Hundred Days, 
Lavalette escaped from prison by trading clothes with his wife and leaving her in his place. 
20 The highly successful novel by François-Auguste-René de Châteaubriand (1768–1848), which was a key text 
of the early Romantic movement. Stendhal disliked the sentimentality of Châteaubriand’s work and 
frequently tweaked the “noble vicomte” in his own writing. 
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All Fouqué’s grammatical errors, his country bumpkin manners, disappeared: Julien threw 
himself into his arms. Never have the provinces, set in comparison to Paris, received a 
handsomer homage. Seeing the flaring of enthusiasm in his friend’s eyes, Fouqué was ecstatic; 
he took it as consent for an escape. 

Seeing this sublimity restored all Julien’s strength, lost after Father Chélan’s ghostly visit. 
He was still very young, reader, but as I see him, he was already a fine growth. Instead of 
proceeding, as most men do, from tender youth into crooked sticks, age would have endowed 
him with a kindness easily roused; he would have been cured of his insane mistrust.... But is 
there any point to such empty predictions? 

Interrogations became more frequent, no matter how hard Julien tried: all his responses 
were intended to shorten the whole business. “I killed, or at least I tried to kill, with 
premeditation,” he repeated every day. But above all else, the judge was a formalist. Julien’s 
statements in no way shortened the interrogations. The judge’s vanity had been roused. Julien 
had no knowledge of their plan to transfer him to a dark, frightful dungeon: only Fouqué’s 
efforts forced them to leave him in his pleasant little room, reached by climbing a hundred 
and eighty steps. 

Father de Frilair was one of the many important men who bought their supply of wood 
from Fouqué. The good-hearted timber merchant went to see the all-powerful vicar-general. 
To his inexpressible delight, Father de Frilair assured him that, moved by Julien’s good 
qualities, and by the services he had, in the past, performed for the seminary, Father de Frilair 
could be counted upon to commend him to the judge. Fouqué saw some chance, here, of 
saving his friend, and as he left he prostrated himself, begging the vicar-general to accept ten 
gold coins, to be expended in masses said for the accused’s acquittal. 

Fouqué had oddly misunderstood. Father de Frilair was no Valenod. He would not take 
Fouqué’s money; he even tried to make the good peasant understand that he’d do better to 
hold on to his gold. Seeing how impossible it was to be perfectly clear, without becoming 
seriously imprudent, he finally advised Fouqué to donate this sum as alms for poor prisoners—
who lacked, in truth, everything. 

“This Julien is a bizarre creature, quite inexplicable,” thought Father de Frilair, “though, 
for me, nothing ought to be that...Perhaps it will be possible to turn him into a martyr...In any 
case, I intend to probe this business to the bottom. Perhaps I can find a way to strike fear into 
this Madame de Rênal, who does not think highly of us and, underneath it all, simply detests 
me...Perhaps I can find, in all this, some dazzling road to reconciliation with Monsieur de La 
Mole, who has a weakness for this little seminarian.” 

The lawsuit settlement had been signed some weeks earlier, and Father de Frilair had 
returned to Besançon, the day of the unfortunate attempt to kill Madame de Rênal, in the 
Verrières church; he had said nothing about Julien’s mysterious birth. 

Only one disagreeable event remained, as Julien saw it, between him and his death, and 
that would be his father’s visit. He consulted Fouqué about writing to the prosecutor, to be 
excused from receiving any more visitors. His horror at the idea of seeing his father, at such a 
moment, profoundly shocked the timber merchant’s honest, bourgeois heart. 

He believed he could understand why so many people passionately hated his friend. Out 
of respect for the miserable fellow, he hid his feelings. 

“In any case,” he replied stiffly, “such an order would not apply to your father.” 

Chapter Thirty-Eight: A Powerful Man 

But she moves so mysteriously, and her figure is so elegant! Who can she be? 
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—Schiller 

The tower doors opened very early, the next day. Julien woke with a start. 
“Oh, Good God!” he thought. “Here’s my father. What unpleasantness!” 
Just then, a woman dressed like a peasant threw herself into his arms; he could just barely 

recognize her. It was Mademoiselle de La Mole. 
“You’re wicked! I couldn’t tell from your letter where you were. This crime, as you call it, 

is simply a noble act of vengeance, and shows me all the loftiness of the heart beating in your 
breast. I only found out in Verrières....” 

Despite his bias against Mademoiselle de La Mole (which, incidentally, he never directly 
admitted to himself), Julien found her extremely pretty. How could he not see, in everything 
she did, and everything she said, noble, unaffected feelings far beyond what a petty, vulgar 
soul could have dared? He still believed he had loved a queen; after a few moments, he said to 
her, with a rare nobility of both speech and thought: 

“I saw the future wonderfully clearly. After my death, I saw you remarried to Monsieur de 
Croisenois, who would be marrying a widow. The noble but a bit romantic soul of this 
charming widow had been so shocked by a bizarre occurrence, for her both tragic and great, 
that she became a convert to the cult of common prudence, and took the trouble to 
understand the real worth of the young marquis. You would have been resigned to everyday 
happiness: respect, wealth, a lofty rank...But, my dear Mathilde, your coming here, should it be 
suspected, would be a fatal blow for Monsieur de La Mole, and for that he will never forgive 
me. I’ve already caused him so much sorrow! The academician will be saying he nourished a 
serpent in his breast.” 

“I confess I did not expect so much cold reasoning, so much concern for the future,” said 
Mademoiselle de La Mole, almost angry. “My chambermaid, virtually as cautious as you are, 
took herself a passport, and I’ve been traveling, as fast as I could, under the name Madame 
Michelet.” 

“And Madame Michelet was able to arrive where she now is, just as easily as that?” 
“Ah, you’re always the superior man I favored! First, I offered a hundred francs to a 

judge’s secretary, who acted as if my getting in here was an impossibility. But once the money 
was in his hand, this respectable man kept me waiting, and raised all sorts of objections. I 
wondered if he was thinking of robbing me....” She stopped. 

“And?” said Julien. 
“Don’t be angry, my little Julien,” she said, hugging him. “I had to give the secretary my 

name: he thought I was some young working girl from Paris, who’d fallen in love with 
handsome Julien...In fact, those are his words. I swore I was your wife, and I have permission 
to see you every day.” 

“The idiocy is complete,” thought Julien. “I haven’t been able to stop it. But after all, 
Monsieur de La Mole is such a great lord that the newspapers, and their readers, will know 
how to invent excuses when a young colonel marries this charming widow. My imminent 
death will muffle everything else.” He abandoned himself, delighted, to Mathilde’s love, which 
contained madness, greatness of soul, everything strangest and most remarkable. She seriously 
proposed dying with him. 

After the first ecstasies, and when her happiness at seeing Julien had been sated, a lively 
curiosity suddenly seized her mind. She looked her lover over and found him far beyond what 
she had been imagining. Boniface de La Mole seemed to be resuscitated in him, but even more 
heroic. 

She visited the region’s leading lawyers, and offended them by offering gold rather too 
crudely. But they ultimately accepted the case. 
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She quickly decided that, in Besançon, any dealings of a doubtful nature, in which 
important matters were at stake, were completely dependent on Father de Frilair. 

Using her obscure assumed name, she at first experienced insurmountable difficulties, 
and could not reach the Congregation of the Holy Virgin’s all-powerful agent. But rumors had 
soon spread all over town about the beautiful, young, fashionable dressmaker, come to 
Besançon from Paris, wild with love, to console the young ecclesiastic, Julien Sorel. 

Mathilde hurried, alone and on foot, along the streets of Besançon; she hoped no one 
would recognize her. In any case, she thought it unwise for her cause to produce a great 
impression on ordinary people. She was foolish enough to dream of starting a revolution, to 
rescue Julien as he was going to his death. Mademoiselle de La Mole fancied herself dressed 
simply, as befitted a woman who was suffering; she was in fact dressed to catch every eye. 

In Besançon, she was the center of attention everywhere she went, until finally, after a 
week of petitioning, she obtained an audience with Father de Frilair. 

No matter how courageous she might be, two ideas—powerful men in the Congregation 
of the Holy Virgin, and foxlike wickedness—were so strongly linked in her mind that she 
shook as she stood at the episcopal palace door and rang the bell. She could barely walk when 
she had to climb the stairway leading to the vicar-general’s rooms. The palace’s empty silence 
gave her chills. “I’ll sit in an armchair, and the chair will take hold of me. I’ll disappear. To 
whom can my chambermaid go, seeking news of me? The police captain will be careful not to 
do anything...I am totally alone in this great town!” 

Her first glimpse of the vicar-general’s rooms reassured her. First, the door was opened by 
a servant in very elegant livery. The drawing room where one waited displayed a subtle, 
delicate luxury to be found, in Paris, only in the best houses. The moment she saw Father de 
Frilair, who approached her most paternally, all her notions of horrible criminality 
disappeared. The appearance of this handsome man did not in the least evoke a sense of 
energetic virtue, more than a little barbaric, so obnoxious to Paris society. The half smile on 
the priest’s face—he who controlled everything in Besançon—proclaimed a man of good 
manners, the learned prelate, the crafty administrator. Mathilde felt herself back in Paris. 

It did not take more than a few moments before Mathilde admitted that she was the 
daughter of his powerful adversary, Marquis de La Mole. 

“I am not in fact Madame Michelet,” she said, resuming her haughty bearing, “and that 
admission costs me very little, for I have come to consult you, sir, about the possibility of 
arranging Monsieur de La Vernaye’s escape. First of all, he is guilty of nothing more than 
thoughtlessness: the woman he fired at is doing well. Secondly, in order to bribe underlings I 
will give you, here and now, fifty thousand francs, and pledge myself to doubling that. And, 
finally, my gratitude and that of my family will find nothing impossible for whoever saves 
Monsieur de La Vernaye.” 

The vicar-general was astonished at this name. Mathilde showed him several letters from 
the minister of war, addressed to Monsieur Julien Sorel de La Vernaye. 

“You can see, sir, that my father has made himself responsible for the accused’s fortunes. I 
married him, in secret: my father wished him to be a commissioned senior officer before 
announcing this marriage—not at all a usual one for a de La Mole.” 

Mathilde saw the kindly, pleasantly sweet-tempered expression fade swiftly away, step by 
step, as Father de Frilair made these important discoveries. Shrewdness, blended with 
profound duplicity, settled onto his face. 

The vicar-general was uncertain; he reread the official documents, slowly. 
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“How should I act, in the face of these strange revelations? This sets me in a familiar 
relationship, all of a sudden, with a woman who is a friend of the famous Madame de 
Fervaques, niece of the all-powerful Bishop of ———, he who creates bishops here in France. 

“That which has seemed to be the remote future has unexpectedly materialized. This 
could lead me to everything I have wished for.” 

Mathilde was initially frightened, seeing how this powerful man’s face kept changing: she 
was alone with him in a secluded room. “But Good Lord!” she soon told herself. “Wouldn’t it 
be the worst thing that could have happened, had I made no impression at all on the cold 
egotism of a power- and pleasure-glutted priest?” 

Dazed by the swift, unexpected vision of actually becoming a bishop, stunned by 
Mathilde’s quick intelligence, for a moment Father de Frilair’s defenses were no longer fully 
operational. Mademoiselle de La Mole saw him virtually at her feet, ambitious and eager to the 
point of nervous trembling. 

“It’s all quite apparent,” she thought. “Nothing will be impossible, here, for Madame de 
Fervaques’s friend.” Although still moved by gloomy jealousy, she was courageous enough to 
explain that Julien was on intimate terms with Marshall de Fervaques’s widow, and had met, 
almost daily, the Bishop of ———. 

“Any list of thirty-six jurors, drawn by chance even four or five times over, and 
representative of the most important residents of this district,” said the vicar-general, grasping 
ambition visible on his face as he carefully stressed each and every word, “would be extremely 
unlikely not to include eight or ten of my friends, who would be the most sensible of the whole 
lot. I would usually have a majority—even more than that, indeed—of the necessary votes. You 
see, mademoiselle, I can very easily pardon and exonerate—” 

He suddenly stopped himself, as if amazed by what he was saying: he’d been admitting 
things never spoken of in front of secular people. 

Then Mathilde was stunned, in turn, when Father de Frilair disclosed that, above all other 
things, what had astounded, and interested, Besançon society about Julien’s bizarre 
adventures was that he had begun by inspiring a grand passion in Madame de Rênal, and for a 
long time had reciprocated it. The priest had no trouble seeing how this account produced a 
strong reaction. 

“Now I can even the score!” he thought. “Finally, I have a way of managing this very 
determined little lady: I was quivering, afraid of not finding one.” The noble and rather 
unmanageable charm of this beautiful woman doubled, in his eyes, as he saw her virtually a 
supplicant. He recovered his cold collectedness, and did not hesitate to twist the dagger in her 
heart. 

“I wouldn’t be surprised, in the end,” he said casually, “if we learned that jealousy was 
behind Monsieur Sorel’s having fired two shots at this woman, once so dearly beloved. It’s not 
likely that she has deprived herself of all human pleasures, and of late she very often saw a 
certain young priest from Dijon, a kind of Jansenist without manners or morals, as of course 
they all are.” 

Father de Frilair took vast sensuous delight in torturing, very slowly, this pretty young 
girl, whose weak side he took by surprise. 

“And why,” he said, fastening his burning eyes on Mathilde, “why would Monsieur Sorel 
have chosen a church, if it hadn’t been because, at exactly that moment, his rival was there, 
celebrating mass? Everyone agrees on the vast intelligence, and even more on the good sense, 
of this happy man you are shielding. What could be simpler than to hide himself in Monsieur 
de Rênal’s gardens, which he knew so well? There, with the virtual certainty of not being seen, 
or arrested, or even suspected, he could have killed the woman who had made him so jealous.” 
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This argument, apparently so legitimate, drove Mathilde out of control. Her soul was 
lofty, but saturated in the sterile prudence which, in sophisticated society, is considered an 
accurate depiction of the human heart: it had not been fashioned to understand, quickly or 
easily, the joy of mocking such prudence, which to a burning soul can be so inspiriting. In the 
upper ranks of Paris high society, where Mathilde had always dwelled, passion can only very 
rarely cut through prudence. People who throw themselves out of windows always leap from 
the upper stories. 

The vicar-general was finally sure he had everything under control. He let Mathilde know 
(and was surely lying) that he could do as he liked, in dealing with the public official who was 
prosecuting Julien’s case. 

If he had not thought Mathilde so very pretty, Father de Frilair would not have spoken to 
her so openly until, at least, the fifth or sixth interview. 

Chapter Thirty-Nine: Plotting 

Castres, 1676: A man had just murdered his sister, in the house next to mine; this gentleman had previously 
been guilty of murder. His father, by having five hundred francs distributed, in secret, among the town 
councillors, saved his son’s life. 
—Locke, A Trip To France21 

Leaving the bishop’s palace, Mathilde had no hesitation about sending a courier to 
Madame de Fervaques: fear of compromising herself did not hold her back for a second. She 
begged her rival to secure a letter for Father de Frilair, handwritten by the Bishop of ———. 
She went so far as to plead that Madame de Fervaques herself hurry to Besançon. For a soul so 
jealous, and so proud, this was an heroic act. 

Following Fouqué’s advice, she had been careful not to tell Julien about any of these 
proceedings. Her presence sufficiently disturbed him, without adding more. Far more 
respectable in the face of death than ever before in his life, Julien felt remorseful not only 
toward Monsieur de La Mole, but toward Mathilde as well. 

“What’s this?” he said to himself. “I find myself paying no attention to her, and even 
feeling bored. She’s ruining herself for me, and this is how I repay her! Am I as bad as all that?” 
He had not been much concerned about this, when he’d been ambitious: in those days, the 
only shame he felt was for not achieving success. 

His moral discomfort, when he was with Mathilde, was even more marked because, at 
those very moments, he was inspiring in her the most extraordinary and most insane passion. 
All she talked about was the wild, exotic sacrifices she wished she could make to save him. 

Excited by feelings that she cherished, and that swept before them all her pride, she 
wished she could fill every second of her life with some dramatic development. The weirdest 
plans, and the most perilous for her, filled her long sessions with Julien. The jailers, who had 
been well paid, let her do what she liked. Mathilde’s ideas did not stop at the sacrifice of her 
reputation: she did not care if every member of good society knew how things were with her. 
Falling on her knees in front of the king’s carriage, as it galloped along, and begging for Julien’s 
pardon, catching the king’s eye at the risk of being crushed a thousand times over, was one of 
the least extravagant daydreams concocted by her exalted, courageous heart. By making use of 
friends with posts close to the king, she was sure she could get into areas of the castle closed to 
the public. 

                                                             
21 John Locke (1632–1704); his Trip to France is found in Peter King’s 1676 The Life of John Locke, with extracts 
from his Correspondance, Journals, and Commonplace Books. 
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Julien did not consider himself worth this much devotion: to tell the truth, he was tired of 
heroism. Simple tenderness, unsophisticated and even shy, would have made an impression on 
him, but Mathilde’s proud soul always required a public, the presence of all those other people. 

In the middle of all her suffering, and all her fears for her lover’s life (she did not want to 
survive him), she had a hidden need to astonish the public with the utter extravagance of her 
love, and the sublimity of everything she was trying to do. 

Julien was not happy, finding himself indifferent to all this heroism. How would he have 
felt had he known all the craziness she piled on that devoted, but thoroughly reasonable—as 
well as limited—spirit, good Fouqué? 

Fouqué was bewildered, and could not really criticize Mathilde’s devotion, since he too 
would have sacrificed everything he had, exposing himself to the greatest perils in order to 
save Julien. He was staggered by the quantities of gold she dispensed. In the beginning, he had 
been impressed by the vast sums she spent, having a provincial’s absolute veneration of 
money. 

He finally discovered that Mademoiselle de La Mole’s plans were not always fixed, and, to 
his immense relief, he devised a way of describing this utterly wearying person: she was 
changeable. To proceed from this label to that of scatterbrained—a provincial’s most damning 
criticism—was no great leap. 

“How strange,” Julien told himself one day as Mathilde was leaving his prison, “that so 
violent a passion, directed toward me, leaves me so cold! And just two months ago, I adored 
her! I’ve read, certainly, that death’s approach turns you away from everything. But to feel 
myself an ingrate and be unable to change! Am I an egotist?” He subjected himself to the most 
humiliating censure. 

In his heart, ambition had died, but from its ashes another passion had emerged: he 
called it remorse for having tried to kill Madame de Rênal. 

In fact, he was frantically in love with her. He experienced an odd happiness, left 
absolutely alone and not worried about being interrupted, completely surrendering himself to 
memories of the happy days he had once passed, at Verrières and at Vergy. The smallest 
incidents from those times, which had flown past far too rapidly, had a freshness, an 
irresistible charm for him. He never thought of his successes in Paris: he was weary of them. 

These tendencies, which grew rapidly, were to some extent perceptible to Mathilde’s 
jealousy. She saw very clearly how she had to struggle against his desire to be alone. 
Sometimes, in her terror, she spoke Madame de Rênal’s name. She could see Julien shiver. 
After that, her passion was unlimited, unrestrained. 

“If he dies, then I will die, too,” she said to herself, as sincerely as such things can be said. 
“What will they say, in the drawing rooms of Paris, seeing a girl of my rank so adore a lover 
about to die? To find such sentiments, you’d have to return to the day of heroes: it was love of 
this kind that made hearts flutter, in the time of Charles IX and Henry III.” 

In the middle of the most intense ecstasies, when she pressed his head to her heart: “Oh!” 
she told herself, horrified, “this lovely head is going to be chopped off! All right!” she went on, 
inflamed by a heroism that contained its own happiness. “My lips, now pressed against his 
beautiful hair, will be cold as ice, less than twenty-four hours later.” 

Thoughts of these heroic moments, and of a ghastly eroticism, held her in an invincible 
grip. The idea of suicide, itself so engrossing, and before then so entirely foreign to her 
haughty soul, made its way into her mind and soon ruled it with iron control. “No,” she said to 
herself proudly, “my ancestors’ blood hasn’t become lukewarm, as it has come down to me.” 

“I have a favor to ask of you,” her lover said to her one day. “Let your child’s nurse be 
someone in Verrières. Madame de Rênal would watch over the nurse.” 
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“That’s a very difficult thing to ask of me....” And Mathilde grew pale. 
“You’re right, and I beg your pardon, a thousand times over,” exclaimed Julien, shaking off 

his reverie and clasping her in his arms. 
Having dried her tears, he came back to his notion, but more skillfully. He colored the 

conversation with philosophical melancholy. He spoke of the future, which was to close, for 
him, so very soon. “You surely agree, my dearest, that passions are accidental, in these lives of 
ours, but they are accidents that happen to superior souls...My son’s death, in the end, would 
be a blessing for your family’s pride: that’s what underlings would think. Disregard will be the 
fate of this child of misery and shame...I hope that on a day I have no wish to set, but which I 
am strong enough to foresee, you will obey my last wishes: you will marry Monsieur de 
Croisenois.” 

“Once I’ve been dishonored!” 
“Dishonor cannot adhere to a name like yours. You’ll be a widow, the widow of a lunatic, 

and that’s all. I’ll go further: my crime, for which there is absolutely no monetary motive, will 
not be dishonorable. In those times, perhaps, some philosophical legislator will have secured, 
despite his contemporaries’ prejudices, the abolition of the death penalty. Then some friendly 
voice will cite an example: ’Consider: Mademoiselle de La Mole’s first husband was crazy, yes, 
but not a wicked man, not a scoundrel. It was absurd to cut off his head....’ And then my 
memory won’t be infamous, at least after a certain length of time...Your position in the world, 
your wealth and, if you’ll permit me to say so, your first-rate mind, will allow Monsieur de 
Croisenois, after he’s become your husband, to play a role which, on his own, he’d lack the 
ability to achieve. All he has is birth and bravery, and these qualities, by themselves, which 
gave a man the reputation of being accomplished, in 1729, are anachronisms a century later, 
and only lead to pretentiousness. There must be other qualities, before you can lead our 
French youth. 

“You’ll bring a firm, adventuresome character to the assistance of whatever political party 
you choose for your husband. You could be the successor to women like Madame de 
Chevreuse and the Duchess of Longueville, in the great Fronde wars22 of the seventeenth 
century...But then, my beloved, the heavenly fire which burns in you, now, will have cooled a 
little.... 

“Permit me to say to you,” he added, after many more preparatory observations, “that in 
fifteen years you’ll perceive as an excusable folly, but nevertheless a folly, the love you now feel 
for me....” 

He stopped abruptly, and returned to his daydreams. He faced, as he had earlier, the 
thought that had so shocked Mathilde: “In fifteen years, Madame de Rênal will adore my son, 
and you will have forgotten him.” 

                                                             
22 Civil wars brought about by the power vaccuum of the minority of Louis XIV, from 1648 to 1653. 
Resentment against the late Cardinal de Richelieu and his political heir, Mazarin, spurred a quest for power 
among the great nobles and the parlements. In an era filled with larger-than-life figures, the Duchesses de 
Chevreuse and de Longueville stood out. The former (1600–79) was a lifelong plotter and political schemer, 
and was an ally of the Cardinal de Retz (see note for p. 101, l. 11), who was also her unmarried daughter’s 
acknowledged lover. The Duchesse de Longueville (1619–79) was a Princess of the Blood Royal, cousin of 
Louis XIV, and one of the most beautiful women of the age. She brought her lover, the Duke de La 
Rochefoucauld—future author of the Maximes —into the party of her brother, the Grand Condé (see note for p. 
38, l. 33), and had many picaresque adventures of her own in the course of the war. The word Fronde means 
slingshot, given to this conflict by contemporaries because of its opera bouffe qualities, but they inflicted five 
years of civil war on France. 
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Chapter Forty: Tranquillity 

It’s because I was foolish, then, that I’m wise today. Oh you philosopher, seeing nothing but the things of 
this moment, how shortsighted you are! Your eye was not made for tracing the subterranean labor of the 
passions. 
—Madame Goethe23 

Their time together was interrupted by an interrogatory, followed by a conference with 
the lawyer responsible for Julien’s defense. These were the only truly unpleasant moments in a 
life without cares, filled with tender daydreams. 

“It was murder, and premeditated,” Julien said to the judge as well as to the lawyer. “I’m 
sorry, gentlemen,” he added, smiling, “but this reduces your job to a very small affair.” 

“After all,” Julien said to himself, when he had freed himself from both of them, “I have to 
be brave—and apparently braver than either of these two. They take as the height of all 
misfortune, as the king of all terrors, this duel that has an unfortunate ending, and I will only 
take it seriously when the day arrives. 

“It’s because I’ve known greater misery,” Julien continued, philosophizing with himself. “I 
was suffering far more, on my first trip to Strasbourg, when I thought I’d been abandoned by 
Mathilde...And how I longed, with such passion, for that perfect intimacy which, today, leaves 
me so cold! ... In fact, I am happier alone than when this wonderfully beautiful girl shares my 
solitude....” 

The defense lawyer, a man of rules and formalities, thought Julien was crazy; like the 
public at large, he thought it was jealousy that had made him pick up his pistols. He tried, one 
day, to make Julien understand that such a plea, whether true or false, would serve him very 
well in the trial. But the accused was instantly transformed back into a fiery and mordant 
creature. 

“On your life, sir,” cried Julien, beside himself, “be careful, never utter that abominable lie 
again!” The cautious lawyer was afraid, for just a moment, that he might be killed, too. 

He polished his address to the court, because the decisive time was fast approaching. 
Besançon and the entire region talked about nothing but this celebrated case. Julien paid no 
attention: he had requested that things of this sort never be mentioned to him. 

That day, Fouqué and Mathilde wanted to tell him about some much-discussed rumors, 
quite likely, according to them, to raise his hopes. Julien had stopped them at the first word. 

“Let me live my imaginary life. Your petty concerns, your details of real existence, all of 
them more or less irritating to me, pull me away from heaven. Each of us has to die as best we 
can: me, I prefer to think about death exclusively in my own way. What do other people mean 
to me? My relationships to other people are going to be abruptly cut off. Please, don’t talk to 
me anymore about such people. It’s more than enough, having to see the judge and the 
lawyer.” 

“Indeed,” he said to himself, “it seems my destiny is to die dreaming. An unknown, like 
me, certain of being forgotten in less than two weeks, would be a real fool, wouldn’t he, if he 
tried being dramatic.... 

“How strange, all the same, that I never learned the art of enjoying life until I could see its 
end closing in on me.” 

He spent these final days walking on the narrow terrace, at the very top of the tower, 
smoking some first-rate cigars Mathilde had brought for him, by courier, from Holland; more 

                                                             
23 In the original French, the word foolish (fou) appears in the masculine form in this quote attributed to 
Madame Goethe. Many editors have mistakenly replaced “Madame” with “J. W. von Goethe.” 
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than likely his appearance was looked for and watched, every day, through all the telescopes in 
town. His thoughts were at Vergy. He never mentioned Madame de Rênal to Fouqué, but two 
or three times his friend told him she was recovering quickly, and the words resounded in his 
heart. 

While Julien lived almost completely in his inner world, Mathilde, deeply concerned with 
reality (as an aristocratic heart ought to be), had brought the correspondence between 
Madame de Fervaques and Father de Frilair to such a point of direct intimacy that the great 
words diocese and bishopric had already been pronounced. 

Madame de Fervaques’s elderly uncle, responsible for the assignment of Church 
preferments, had added, in a footnote to a letter he wrote her, “That poor Sorel is simply a 
fool; I hope he can be returned to us.” 

Seeing these words, Father de Frilair was incredibly excited. He had no doubts about 
saving Julien. 

“Without that Jacobin law, requiring an absolutely endless list of possible jurors, with no 
other purpose, actually, but to strip away all the influence of well-born people,” he told 
Mathilde, the evening before lots were drawn for the thirty-six jurors, “I could have already 
told you the verdict. I certainly arranged Father N———’s acquittal....” 

The next day he was delighted to find, among the names pulled from the lottery box, five 
Besançon members of the Congregation of the Holy Virgin, and among those from outside the 
city, Messieurs de Valenod, de Moirod, and De Cholin. —”I can speak for these eight jurors,” 
he told Mathilde. “The first five are no more than machines. Valenod is my agent, Moirod owes 
me everything, and De Cholin is an idiot and afraid of everyone.” Newspapers spread the 
jurors’ names all over the district, and Madame de Rênal, to her husband’s inexpressible terror, 
decided to go to Besançon. Her husband was barely able to convince her that, if she went, she 
should at least not leave her bed, to save herself the unpleasantness of being called as a 
witness. “You don’t understand my situation,” said the former mayor of Verrières. “I have now 
defected to the liberals. Certainly, that dissolute rascal, de Valenod, and the vicar-general, 
won’t have much trouble getting the prosecutor and the judges to make things unpleasant for 
me.” 

It was not hard for Madame de Rênal to agree to her husband’s request. “If I appear in 
court,” she told herself, “it would look as if I were seeking revenge.” 

But in spite of all the promises she’d made, to her confessor and to her husband, about 
being cautious and sensible, she had barely reached Besançon when she wrote, in her own 
hand, to each of the thirty-six jurors: 

I will not appear at the trial, sir, because my presence might prejudice Monsieur Sorel’s 
case. There is only one thing in the world I passionately desire, which is that he be saved. 
Please be in no doubt: the frightful idea that, because of me, an innocent man has been 
consigned to death, would poison the rest of my life and, without any doubt, would shorten it. 
How could you condemn him to death, while I live on? No, surely society has no right to strip 
away life, and above all the life of someone like Julien Sorel. Everyone in Verrières has known 
some of his wilder moments. This poor young man has many powerful enemies, but even 
among his enemies (and how many of them there are!) is there anyone who doubts his 
wonderful gifts and his profound learning? This is not an ordinary citizen, sir, the man on 
whom you will be passing judgment. For nearly eighteen months we have all known him to be 
pious, wise, hardworking. Yet two or three times a year, he was overtaken by fits of melancholy 
that approached aberration. The whole town of Verrières, all our neighbors at Vergy, where we 
spend our summers, our whole family, and the deputy governor of the district himself, will 
affirm his exemplary piety: he knows the Holy Bible by heart. Would anyone lacking in piety 
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have worked so hard, over the years, to memorize the holy book? My sons will have the honor 
of bringing you this letter: they are children. Take the trouble to question them, sir: they will 
give you whatever details, about this poor young man, that might yet be needed to convince 
you of how barbarous it would be to convict him. Far from revenging me, you would be killing 
me. What can his enemies say to contradict me? There is not much danger in the wound, 
caused by one of those wild moments that even my children noticed in their tutor: after less 
than two months I have been able to take the mail coach from Verrières to Besançon. Should I 
learn, sir, that you hesitate in any way whatever to release someone so minimally guilty from 
the law’s barbarity, I will rise from my bed, where I remain only because my husband has so 
ordered me, and I will come and throw myself at your feet. 

Determine, sir, that premeditation is not a fixed and unwavering affair, and you will not 
have the blood of an innocent man on your conscience, etc., etc. 

Chapter Forty-One: The Trial 

The whole region will long remember this celebrated case. Concern for the accused heightened into 
agitation, because his crime, though astonishing, was not horrible. And even had it been, the young man was 
so handsome! His immense good fortune, brought to an end so soon, swelled people’s pity. Will he be 
found guilty, women asked the men they knew? And they grew pale as they waited for the answer. 
—Sainte-Beuve 

The day finally came, the day so dreaded by Madame de Rênal and Mathilde. 
The town’s strange appearance heightened their terror; even Fouqué’s steady soul was 

troubled. The whole province had come hurrying to Besançon, to see this romantic case tried. 
For several days, all the inns were filled to the brim. The presiding judge had to deal with 

a storm of ticket requests; every lady in town wanted to be there; portraits of Julien were being 
sold in the streets, etc., etc. 

Mathilde had been holding in reserve, for exactly this moment, a letter written in its 
entirety in the hand of the Bishop of ———. This prelate, administrator of the Church 
throughout France, and creator of bishops, took the trouble to ask for Julien’s acquittal. The 
night before the trial, Mathilde brought this letter to the all-powerful vicar-general. 

When the interview had ended, and she was leaving in tears: “I will vouch for the jury’s 
verdict,” said Father de Frilair, finally shedding his diplomatic reserve, and himself almost 
moved. “Among the dozen persons charged with determining if the crime, alleged to have 
been committed by the man you have been assisting, has been proven, and above all whether 
there was premeditation, there are six who are dedicated to my good fortune, and I have 
informed them that it is up to them whether or not I become a bishop. Baron de Valenod, 
whom I made mayor of Verrières, has complete control of his two subordinates, Messieurs de 
Moirod and de Cholin. Admittedly, fate has given us two jurors, in this matter, whose 
intentions are likely to be exceedingly poor. On the other hand, although they are 
ultraliberals, on high occasions they are faithful to my orders, and I have asked them to vote 
with Monsieur de Valenod. I have been informed that a sixth juror, an immensely wealthy 
manufacturer, and a long-winded liberal, is secretly angling for a Ministry of War contract, 
and surely he would not want to annoy me. I have told him that Monsieur de Valenod has my 
final orders.” 

“And just who is this Monsieur de Valenod?” Mathilde asked, concerned. 
“If you were acquainted with him, you could not doubt our success. He possesses a bold 

tongue, he is rude, coarse—in short, ideal for leading fools by the nose. He was plucked out of 
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misery, in 1814, and I intend to make him governor of the district. He is quite capable of 
striking the other jurors, if they refuse to vote as he wishes.” 

Mathilde was somewhat reassured. 
She was to have another discussion that evening. In order not to prolong an unpleasant 

scene, the final result of which was, in his eyes, completely certain, Julien had resolved not to 
take the witness stand. 

“My lawyer will speak: that is surely sufficient,” he said to Mathilde. “I have no desire to 
be exposed to all my enemies, as a spectacle, for any longer than necessary. These provincials 
have been stunned by my rapid rise, which I owe to you, and, believe me, there isn’t one of 
them who doesn’t want me convicted, though they’ll all weep like idiots as I’m taken to my 
death.” 

“They want to see you humiliated: that’s very true,” Mathilde replied, “but I hardly think 
they’re savages. My presence in Besançon, and the sight of my sorrow, has awakened interest 
in all the women. Your handsome face will do the rest. If you say anything, when you appear 
before the judges, the whole audience will be on your side, etc., etc.” 

The next day, at nine in the morning, when Julien came down from the tower, on his way 
to the great hall of the Palace of Justice, the gendarmes almost could not clear away an 
immense crowd crammed into the courtyard. Julien had slept well; he was very calm, and felt 
nothing but philosophic compassion for this envious mob that, without the slightest cruelty, 
would be applauding his death sentence. He was intensely startled, having been detained more 
than a quarter of an hour, surrounded by the crowd, finding himself forced to admit that his 
presence stirred the public to affectionate pity. He did not hear a single unpleasant word. 
“These provincials are not as nasty as I believed,” he said to himself. 

Entering the courtroom, he was struck by the elegant architecture. It was true Gothic, 
with a host of lovely little columns of carved stone, fashioned with the greatest of care. He felt 
as if he were in England. 

But soon his attention was captured by twelve or fifteen pretty women who, seated 
directly across from the prisoner’s bench, filled the three galleries over the judges and jurors. 
Looking once more at the audience, he saw that the circular gallery all around the hall was full 
of women. Most were young and seemed to him very pretty; their eyes shone and were filled 
with concern. In the rest of the auditorium, the crowd was enormous: those outside were 
beating on the doors, and the guards could not keep them quiet. 

As all the eyes that had been looking for Julien saw him there, and observed him ascend 
to the slightly elevated spot designated for the accused, he was greeted by a murmur both 
surprised and tender. 

That day, it might have been said he was not yet twenty. His clothing was very simple, but 
perfectly graceful; his hair and his face were charming: Mathilde had herself presided over his 
grooming. He was extremely pale. He had hardly taken his seat when he heard, from all sides: 
“My Lord! How young he is! ... He’s nothing but a child...He’s even better-looking than his 
picture.” 

“Defendant,” said the policeman sitting to Julien’s right, “do you see those six ladies, 
sitting in the gallery over there?” The policeman pointed out a small gallery, protruding into 
the hall just above the jurors. “That’s the governor’s wife,” the policeman went on, “next to 
Marquise de M———, the one who thinks so well of you; I heard her speaking to the chief 
judge. And next to her is Madame Derville....” 

“Madame Derville!” Julien exclaimed, blushing fiercely. “When she leaves here,” he 
thought, “she’ll go and write to Madame de Rênal.” He did not know that Madame de Rênal 
had come to Besançon. 
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The witnesses were thoroughly examined. From the very first words of the prosecutor’s 
statement, two of the ladies in the small gallery, directly facing Julien, dissolved in tears. 
“Madame Derville is not as moved as they are,” thought Julien. But he noted that her face had 
turned quite red. 

The prosecutor heaped up pathos, in bad French, about the barbarity of the crime. Julien 
observed that the ladies sitting near Madame Derville looked very disapproving. Several jurors, 
apparently people known to these women, spoke to them, and they seemed to be reassured. 
“That cannot help but be a good omen,” Julien thought. 

To that point, he felt himself overwhelmingly, and unmitigatedly, contemptuous of 
everyone on the prosecution side. The platitudinous eloquence of the prosecutor added to his 
disgust. But bit by bit Julien’s tepid soul quickened, in the face of the signs of interest 
obviously directed at him. 

He was pleased by his lawyer’s firm bearing. “No fancy phrases,” Julien directed, as the 
lawyer prepared to speak. 

“All this empty eloquence, stolen from Bossuet and pointed at you, has in fact helped 
you,” the lawyer told Julien as he rose. In fact, Julien’s lawyer had not been speaking for five 
minutes when all the women’s handkerchiefs were out. Encouraged, the lawyer made some 
very emphatic remarks to the jurors. Julien shivered, feeling himself at the point of tears. 
“Good God! What will my enemies be saying?” 

He was prepared to yield to the tenderness creeping up on him when, luckily for him, he 
caught an overbearing glance from Baron de Valenod. 

“This pig’s eyes are blazing,” he said to himself. “How victorious his vulgar soul must feel! 
Even if my crime had produced nothing but this, I’d have to curse it. Lord knows what he’ll tell 
Madame de Rênal about me!” 

This idea erased everything else from his mind. But not too long afterward, Julien was 
brought back to himself, hearing the sounds of public approval. His lawyer had just ended his 
speech. Julien reminded himself that it was proper to shake the lawyer’s hand. The time had 
gone by very quickly. 

Refreshments were brought to the lawyer and to his client. Only then was Julien struck by 
something: not a single woman had gotten up and left, in order to have dinner. 

“Ah, I’m dying of hunger,” said the lawyer. “And you?” 
“Exactly the same,” Julien replied. 
“See? The governor’s wife has just had her dinner delivered,” said the lawyer, gesturing to 

the small gallery. “Have courage, everything went well.” 
The trial resumed. 
As the presiding judge presented his summation, midnight sounded. The judge was 

forced to interrupt himself: in the midst of a silence born of universal anxiety, the tolling of the 
clock filled the hall. 

“This is how my last day on earth begins,” thought Julien. And soon he felt himself 
burning with the idea of duty. He had controlled his emotions, to that point, and his resolve to 
remain silent had been firm. But when the presiding judge asked him if he had anything to 
say, he rose. He saw, right opposite him, Madame Derville’s eyes; in the light of the many 
lamps, they seemed unusually brilliant. “Is she by any chance crying?” he wondered. 

“Gentlemen of the Jury: 
“My loathing for being disdained, which I thought I could control till the moment of 

death, now obliges me to speak. Gentlemen, I do not have the honor of belonging to your 
class. What you see in me is a peasant, in revolt against the barrenness of his fate. 
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“I ask no mercy of you,” Julien continued, his voice growing steadier. “I have absolutely no 
illusions: what awaits me is death, and it will be a just verdict. I have tried to kill a woman 
eminently worthy of respect, and of homage. Madame de Rênal was like a mother to me. My 
crime is atrocious—and it was premeditated. I thoroughly deserve death, gentlemen of the 
jury. But even were I less guilty, what I see, here, is men who, not stopping to consider 
whatever pity my youth may merit, wish to punish—in me—and to discourage forever all 
young people born into an inferior class, and in one way or another oppressed by poverty, who 
wish for themselves the happiness of a good education, young people who might have the 
audacity to mingle among those who are labeled, by the arrogance of the rich, ‘society.’ 

“There is my crime, gentlemen, and it will be punished even more severely if, in truth, I 
am not judged by my peers. I do not see, on these jury benches, a single wealthy peasant, but 
only the angry and indignant bourgeoisie.” 

For twenty minutes, Julien spoke like this, saying everything that had been in his heart. 
The prosecutor, who longed for aristocratic favor, was bouncing on his bench. But in spite of 
the somewhat abstract turn of phrase Julien employed, all the women melted in tears. Before 
he finished, Julien came back to the issue of premeditation, and to his repentance, and to the 
respect, the adoration—filial and limitless—that he felt for Madame de Rênal. Madame 
Derville gave a cry and fainted away. 

One o’clock was sounding as the jurors retired to their room. Not a single woman had left 
her place; numbers of men had tears in their eyes. Conversation was, at first, very lively, but 
gradually, as they waited for the jury’s decision, universal weariness began to quiet the 
audience. It was a solemn moment; the lamps were not burning as brightly as before. Julien, 
very weary indeed, heard people discussing, near him, whether the jury’s delay was a good or a 
bad omen. He saw with pleasure that everyone wished him well. The jury did not return, and 
still not a single woman left. 

Two o’clock had just sounded, and much stirring about was heard. The little door to the 
jury room swung open. Baron de Valenod came forward, walking gravely, theatrically; the 
other jurors followed him. He coughed, then announced, on his soul and conscience, the jury’s 
unanimous decision that Julien Sorel was guilty of murder, and murder with premeditation. 
This verdict carried with it the death sentence, which was pronounced a moment later. Julien 
looked at his watch, and was reminded of Count de Lavalette, who had escaped the guillotine. 
It was a quarter after two. “Today is Friday,” he thought. 

“Yes, but it’s a happy day for that Valenod, who just sentenced me to death...I am far too 
closely watched; Mathilde can’t possibly save me, as de Lavalette’s wife saved him. 
Accordingly, in three days, at this same time, I will know what to think about the great 
perhaps.” 

At that moment, he heard a cry and was recalled to the things of this world. All the 
women around him were crying: he saw every face turned toward a small gallery, built into the 
highest part of a Gothic column. He learned, later, that Mathilde had been hidden there. There 
being no further cry, everyone turned to look at Julien again: policemen were leading him 
through the crowd. 

“Let’s give that scoundrel de Valenod nothing he can laugh about,” Julien thought. “With 
what a glib, contrite face he announced his verdict, and the death penalty! And the chief judge, 
though he’s been on the bench I don’t know how many years, had tears in his eyes as he said 
the words. How happy Valenod was, taking revenge for our old rivalry over Madame de Rênal! 
And now I’ll never see her again! It’s over...A last farewell is impossible, I know it...But how 
good it would have been to tell her how horrified I am, for what I did! 

“And these words only: I’ve been rightly condemned.” 
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Chapter Forty-Two 

Returned to prison, Julien was put into a cell meant especially for those sentenced to 
death. Ordinarily, he took in every small detail of his surroundings, but was not aware he’d not 
come back to his tower. He was imagining what he’d say to Madame de Rênal, if at the last 
moment he was fortunate enough to see her. He thought she’d cut him off, and wanted his 
first words to fully express repentance. Having done what he’d done, how could he persuade 
her he loved her and her only? “And, really, it was ambition that made me want to kill her, or 
else it was love for Mathilde.” 

Getting into bed, he realized the sheets were made of coarse cloth. His eyes were opened. 
“Ah, I’m in solitary confinement,” he told himself, “having been sentenced to death. That’s 
quite right.... 

“Count Altamira told me that Danton, the night before he was to die, said in his rough 
voice: ’How odd: the verb “to guillotine” can’t be conjugated in all the tenses. You can say “I 
will be guillotined, you will be guillotined,” but you can’t say “I have been guillotined.” ’ 

“But why not?” Julien responded, “if there is another life?. .. Oh, if what I find is the 
Christian God, I’m ruined. He’s a despot, so He’s obsessed with revenge: all His Bible talks 
about is atrocious punishments. I’ve never loved Him; I’ve never even wanted to believe 
anyone honestly loved Him. He’s utterly devoid of pity (and here Julien remembered several 
passages from the Bible). He’ll punish me with abominations...But if what I find is Fénelon’s 
God!24 He might tell me: ’Much will be forgiven thee, since thou hast loved much....’ 

“Have I loved much? Ah, yes, I loved Madame de Rênal, but I behaved atrociously. There, 
as I always did, I abandoned simple, modest worthiness in favor of what was brilliant.... 

“And yet, what a future! ... A cavalry colonel, if we had a war—an embassy secretary, in 
peacetime, and then an ambassador...because I’d have quickly learned all about 
diplomacy...and if I were an absolute idiot, what rival would the Marquis de La Mole’s son-in-
law need to be afraid of? All my stupidities would have been forgiven, or more likely thought 
worthy. A man of high repute, enjoying high life in Vienna or London.... 

“Not exactly, sir: you’ll be guillotined in three days.” 
Julien laughed heartily at his own mordant wit. “Really, we all have two personalities,” he 

thought. “What devil thought up that nasty joke? 
“All right! Yes, my friend, guillotined in three days,” he replied to whoever or whatever 

had interrupted him. “Monsieur de Cholin will rent a window, for watching the show; he’ll go 
halves with Father Maslon. And then, to pay themselves back, which one of these two worthies 
will rob the other?” 

Suddenly, he thought of these lines from Rotrou’s play, Venceslas:25 
LADISLAS : My soul is prepared and ready. 
THE KING, LADISLAS’S FATHER : So is the scaffold. Bring it your head. 

“A fine reply!” he thought, and went to sleep. Someone woke him, the next morning, 
gripping him hard. 

                                                             
24 Fénelon was a humanistic but devout Christian; the love Julien has felt was probably not the sort Fénelon 
would have professed. 
25 One of the most popular and enduring plays of Jean Rotrou (1609–50). Venceslas, aging King of Poland, 
abdicates in order to avoid having to carry out the execution of his son, Ladislas, who has been convicted of 
murder. 
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It was Mathilde. “Good: she didn’t understand me.” That realization restored his calm 
coolness. Mathilde looked as if she’d been sick for six months: indeed, she was not 
recognizable. 

“That vile de Frilair betrayed me,” she told him, wringing her hands. Anger kept her from 
crying. 

“Wasn’t I wonderful, yesterday, when I made my speech?” Julien replied. “For the first 
time in my life, I was improvising! Of course, it may well be the last time, too.” 

Julien was playing on Mathilde’s character with all the calm skill of a trained pianist 
seated at a keyboard...”I don’t have the advantage of illustrious birth: true. But,” he went on, 
“Mathilde’s lofty soul has raised her lover to her level. Do you think Boniface de La Mole would 
have done better, facing these judges?” 

That day, Mathilde was unaffectedly tender, like some poor girl who lived high on the 
fifth story, but she could not get him to speak more straightforwardly. He did not realize it, 
but he was paying her back for the torments she had often inflicted. 

“We have no idea where the Nile begins,” he said to himself. “No human eye has ever 
been allowed to see the king of rivers as a simple little brook; so, too, no human eye will see 
Julien weak, first of all because he isn’t. But my heart is easily moved: perfectly ordinary words, 
if said truly, can affect my voice and even make my tears fall. How many times have dried-out 
hearts scorned me for this defect! They think I’m begging for mercy—and I can’t endure that. 

“It’s said Danton was moved by thoughts of his wife, even at the foot of the scaffold, but 
Danton had given strength to a nation of conceited puppies, and kept the enemy out of Paris. 
I’m the only one who knows what I might have been able to do...For everyone else, I’m pretty 
much a perhaps. 

“If Madame de Rênal were here in my cell, instead of Mathilde, could I have answered for 
what I’ve done? The intensity of both my despair and my repentance would be seen by the 
Valenods, and all the Franche-Comté patricians, as vulgar fear of death. They’re so proud, 
these feeble-hearted men, because their wealth sets them above temptation! ‘See what it’s like,’ 
Messieurs de Moirod and de Cholin would say—the men who have just condemned me to 
death—’to be born a carpenter’s son! You can make yourself learned, and skillful—but ah, the 
spirit! ... That cannot be learned.’ Not even by this wretched Mathilde, who’s crying, right 
now,” he said to himself, looking at her reddened eyes. .. and then he put his arms around her. 
Seeing real sorrow made him forget his philosophizing...”Perhaps she’s been crying all night,” 
he said to himself. “But, some day, how ashamed she’ll be, remembering this! She’ll see herself, 
in her early youth, having been led astray by the base ideas of a plebeian...De Croisenois is 
weak enough to marry her and, damn it, he’ll do very well. She’ll give him a role to play: 

“By the rights a steady spirit enjoys, all filled with high Ideals, against the coarser spirit of 
vulgar humans.26 

“Now that’s amusing: since I knew I had to die, all the poetry I’ve ever known has been 
coming back to me. This indicates a failing mind...” 

Mathilde was repeating, her voice faint: “He’s there, in the next room.” He finally paid 
attention to what she was saying. “Her voice may be weak,” he thought, “but her imperious 
manner is still there. She’s keeping her voice down, so she can hold in her anger.” 

“And who’s there?” he said to her, gently. 
“The lawyer, so you can sign the appeal.” 
“I won’t appeal.” 

                                                             
26 An inexact quotation from Voltaire’s play Mahomet. 
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“What do you mean, you won’t appeal?” she said, raising her voice, her eyes blazing with 
anger. “And why, if you don’t mind telling me?” 

“Because right now I think I’ve got courage enough to die, without too many people 
laughing at my expense. And who can promise that, two months from now, after a long stay in 
this damp cell, I’ll be just as willing? I can see meeting with priests, with my father...Nothing in 
the world could be as disagreeable. Let me die.” 

This unexpected opposition roused all Mathilde’s lofty pride. She hadn’t been able to see 
the vicar-general before the cells were opened: her anger fell on Julien. She adored him but, for 
a full quarter of an hour, as she cursed his very nature, and swore she regretted ever having 
loved him, he saw once again the same haughty soul that, in other days, had covered him with 
such poisonous insults, in the de La Mole library. 

“Heaven should have glorified your race by making you a man,” he said. “But for myself,” 
he thought, “I’d be a wretched fool, believing I could stand two months in this disgusting 
place, the butt of slanders and humiliations invented by the patricians,27 with my only 
consolation being the curses of this crazy woman...All right, two mornings from now I’ll fight a 
duel with a fellow known for his calm collectedness and remarkable skill.... ‘Very remarkable,’ 
said his Mephistophelian side. ‘He never misses.’ 

“All right, so be it, fine (Mathilde’s eloquence flowed on). Damn it, no,” he told himself. “I 
won’t appeal.” 

Having made this decision, he fell into a reverie...”The mail carrier, making his rounds, 
will bring the newspaper at six o’clock, as usual. At eight, after Monsieur de Rênal has read it, 
Elisa will go up, on tiptoes, and put it on her bed. Later, she’ll wake up: suddenly, as she reads, 
she’ll be upset, her pretty hand will tremble; she’ll read as far as: ’At five minutes after ten, he 
ceased to exist.’ 

“She’ll shed hot tears, I know she will. Never mind that I tried to kill her: everything will 
be forgotten. And she who I wanted to deprive of her life will be the only one honestly crying 
over my death. 

“Ah, what an antithesis!” he thought—and for the rest of a long quarter of an hour, as 
Mathilde went on with her scene, all he thought about was Madame de Rênal. In spite of 
himself, and even though he often replied to what Mathilde was saying to him, he could not 
pull his soul away from the memory of her bedroom, in Verrières. He saw the Besançon 
Gazette lying on the orange taffeta quilt. He saw that whitest of white hands clutching it, in a 
convulsive movement. He saw Madame de Rênal weeping...He followed the path of each of her 
tears, down that charming face.... 

Unable to get anything out of Julien, Mademoiselle de La Mole had the lawyer brought in. 
Luckily he had been a captain in the army, during the Italian campaign of 1796, where he had 
been the illustrious Jacques Manuel’s28 comrade. Good form required him to oppose the 
condemned man’s decision. Wishing to treat him respectfully, Julien set out all his reasons. 

“On my faith, it’s possible to think that way,” Monsieur Félix Vaneau—that being the 
lawyer’s name—finally said. “But you have three full days to file an appeal, and it’s my duty to 
return on each of those days. Then, if a volcano erupted under the prison, you’d be saved. You 
could die of illness,” he said, watching Julien. 

Julien shook his hand. “Let me thank you. You’re a thoroughly decent man. I’ll think 
about it.” 

                                                             
27 This is a Jacobin speaking [Stendhal’s note]. 
28 A soldier (1775–1827) of the Revolution who became one of the leading orators of the liberal opposition 
under the Restoration. 
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And when Mathilde at last left, together with the lawyer, he felt a good deal friendlier to 
him than to her. 

Chapter Forty-Three 

An hour later, as he was sleeping deeply, he was awakened by tears falling on his hand. 
“Ah! It’s Mathilde again,” he thought, only half awake. “She’s come, faithful to her theory, 
attacking my decision with tenderness.” Bored by the prospect of yet another scene of the 
pathetic variety, he did not open his eyes. La Fontaine’s lines about Belphégor29 fleeing from 
his wife came into his mind. 

He heard an odd sigh, and opened his eyes. It was Madame de Rênal. 
“Ah! I’m seeing you before I die. Is this an illusion?” he cried, throwing himself at her feet. 
“But excuse me, madame. To you, I’m only a murderer,” he said quickly, getting control of 

himself. 
“Sir, I come to beg that you appeal. I know you do not wish to—” Her sobs choked her; 

she could not speak. 
“Can you forgive me?” 
“If you want me to forgive you,” she said, rising and throwing herself into his arms, 

“appeal the death sentence—at once.” 
Julien covered her with kisses. 
“Will you come and see me every day, for the next two months?” 
“I swear it. Every day, unless my husband forbids it.” 
“I’ll sign!” Julien cried. “Really? You forgive me? Is it possible!” 
He held her tightly; he was wild with joy. She gave a faint cry. 
“It’s nothing,” she said. “You hurt me.” 
“Your shoulder!” exclaimed Julien, bursting into tears. He stepped back a bit, covering her 

hand with burning kisses. “Who could have told me all this, the last time I saw you, in your 
room, in Verrières?” 

“Who could have told me, then, I’d write Monsieur de La Mole that scandalous letter?” 
“Believe me, I’ve always loved you, I’ve never loved anyone else.” 
“Is that really true?” cried Madame de Rênal, equally overjoyed. She leaned against Julien, 

who was on his knees, and for a long time they wept in silence. 
Julien had never known anything like it, never in all his life. 
Much later, when they could speak: 
“And that young Madame Michelet,” said Madame de Rênal. “Or, rather, Mademoiselle de 

La Mole, because I’m beginning to believe this strange story.” 
“It’s only true on the surface,” Julien replied. “She’s my wife, but she’s not my beloved....” 
And interrupting each other, a hundred times over, they each managed, though with 

difficulty, to tell the other what had not been known. The letter sent to Monsieur de La Mole 
had been composed by the young priest, now her confessor, and she had copied it out. —”The 
horror that religion has made me commit!” she told him. “But, still, I toned down the most 
ghastly parts of that letter....” 

Julien’s ecstasy, and his happiness, proved to her how completely she had been forgiven. 
He had never been so wildly in love. 

“Still, I consider myself pious,” Madame de Rênal told him, as they were talking. “I believe 
most sincerely in God, and I believe, just as fervently, that the sin I’m committing is frightful—

                                                             
29 An unhappily married man in a comic tale by La Fontaine. 
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and the very moment I see you, even after you’ve twice fired a pistol at me—” And at this 
point, in spite of her, Julien covered her with kisses. 

“Let me go,” she went on. “I need to argue with you, before I forget...As soon as I see you, 
my whole sense of duty disappears, all I am is my love for you—though the word love is much 
too feeble. What I feel for you is what I ought to feel only for God: a mixture of respect, and 
love, and obedience...But, really, I don’t know what you make me feel. If you told me to attack 
the jailer with a knife, the crime would have been done before I even knew I was doing it. 
Explain that to me, very clearly, before I leave here: I want to see right into my heart, since in 
another two months we’ll be separated...And speaking of which, do we really need to be 
separated?” 

“I take back my promise,” cried Julien, rising. “I will not appeal the death sentence if you 
try by any means to end your life—poison, a knife, gas, a pistol—or if you seek in any other 
way to stop yourself from living.” 

Madame de Rênal’s face suddenly changed. The most vivid tenderness gave way to a 
profound reverie. 

“And if we were to die right now?” she finally said. 
“Who knows what we’ll find, in that other life?” Julien answered. “Perhaps suffering, 

perhaps nothing at all. Can’t we spend two months together, delightfully? Two months: that’s 
a great many days. I’ll never have been so happy!” 

“You’ll never have been so happy?” 
“Never,” Julien repeated ecstatically. “And I’m speaking to you as I speak to myself. God 

save me from exaggeration.” 
“When you speak like that, I feel myself compelled to obey you,” she said, smiling timidly 

and sadly. 
“Very well! Do you swear, on the love you feel for me, not to attempt your life in any way, 

direct or indirect...Imagine,” he added, “that you need to live for my son’s sake. For Mathilde 
will abandon him to the servants as soon as she’s the Marquise de Croisenois.” 

“I swear,” she said calmly. “But I plan to take with me your appeal, written in your hand, 
and signed. I will bring it to the prosecutor myself.” 

“Be careful. You’ll compromise yourself.” 
“Having taken the step of coming to see you in prison, I’ll forever be, for Besançon and all 

Franche-Comté, the heroine of endless anecdotes,” she said, seeming deeply sorrowful. “The 
boundaries of strict modesty have been crossed...I am a woman without honor and, truly, it 
has been for you...” 

Her voice was so sad that Julien embraced her with a happiness utterly new to him. This 
was not love’s drunkenness, but extraordinary gratitude. He had just seen, for the first time, 
the full extent of the sacrifice she’d made for him. 

Some charitable soul, without a doubt, informed Monsieur de Rênal of the long visits his 
wife was making to Julien’s prison, because after three days he sent his carriage, along with an 
express order that she return at once to Verrières. 

That cruel separation began a cruel day for Julien. Two or three hours later, he learned 
that a certain scheming priest (who had not been able to wheedle himself into the Jesuit order 
in Besançon) had, that morning, set himself in the street outside the prison gates. It was 
raining heavily, and he stayed there, intending to play a martyr’s role. Julien was not a bit in 
the mood: this stupidity profoundly troubled him. 

He had already, that morning, refused to see this priest. But the man had gotten it into 
his head that he would hear Julien’s confession and thus give himself a reputation among the 
young women of Besançon, especially for the secrets he could then pretend to have been told. 
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He declared, loudly, that he would spend day and night at the prison gates. “God has sent 
me to move the heart of this new apostate....” And the common people, always curious about 
any dramatic spectacle, began to gather around him. 

“Yes, brethren,” he told them, “I will spend the day here, and the night, every day the 
same, and every night the same. The Holy Spirit has called to me. I have a mission from on 
high. I am the one who must save young Sorel’s soul. Join me in my prayers, etc., etc.” 

Julien had a horror of scandal, and of everything that might draw attention to him. He 
thought about seizing this moment to escape, incognito, but he still hoped to see Madame de 
Rênal again, and he was frantically in love. 

The prison gate opened onto one of the town’s busiest streets. The very thought of this 
mud-spattered priest, creating crowds and scandal, was torturing his soul. “And surely, he 
keeps repeating my name!” It was more painful than death. 

He called two or three times, an hour apart, to a guard who was devoted to him, sending 
him to see if the priest was still out there. 

“Sir, he’s on his knees in the mud,” the guard told him, each time. “He prays in a loud 
voice, and says prayers for your soul....” “The bare-faced rascal!” thought Julien. And just then, 
in fact, he heard a dull droning: it was the people calling out the litany’s responses. To add to 
his annoyance, he saw the guards themselves moving their lips, as they repeated the Latin 
words. “People are starting to say,” they told him, “you must have a really hard heart, to refuse 
the help of this saintly man.” 

“O my country! How barbarous you still are!” cried Julien, wildly angry. And he continued 
to argue aloud, without a thought to the guards’ presence: 

“This man wants an article in the papers, and this is sure to get it for him. 
“Ah, accursed provincials! In Paris, I’d never be submitted to such annoyances! There, 

they know more about charlatans. 
“Bring in this holy priest,” he finally said to the guards, sweat pouring down his forehead. 

The guards made the sign of the cross and hurried out, all of them joyful. 
The saintly priest turned out to be horribly ugly; he was even dirtier. The cold rain that 

had been falling added to the darkness and the humidity in Julien’s cell. The priest tried to 
embrace him, and set himself to speaking tenderly. The lowest form of hypocrisy was only too 
obvious: Julien had never been so angry in his life. 

A quarter of an hour after the priest came in, Julien suddenly felt himself turn into a 
coward. For the first time, death seemed to him horrible. He thought of the state of 
putrefaction his body would be in, two days after his execution, etc., etc. 

He would either betray himself, by some sign of weakness, or he’d throw himself on the 
priest and strangle him with his chain. Then, suddenly, he conceived the idea of asking this 
holy man to go and say a mass for him, a good forty-franc mass, that very same day. 

Since it was already almost noon, the priest took his forty francs and hurried away. 

Chapter Forty-Four 

As soon as he had gone, Julien wept for a long time, and it was death that made him 
weep. He gradually realized that, if Madame de Rênal had been in Besançon, he would have 
admitted his weakness to her.... 

Just when he was most regretting this adored woman’s absence, he heard Mathilde 
coming. 

“The worst of all prison’s miseries,” he thought, “is not being able to close the door.” 
Everything Mathilde said to him was irritating. 
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She told him that, on the day of the trial, since Monsieur de Valenod already had, in his 
pocket, his nomination as governor, he had dared to scoff at the vicar-general and give himself 
the pleasure of passing a death sentence on Julien. 

“‘What could have been in your friend’s mind,’ Father de Frilair was just saying to me, 
‘setting out to rouse and attack the petty vanity of that aristocratic bourgeois! Why talk about 
class? He showed them what they had to do, in their own political interest: these simpletons 
hadn’t ever thought of that; they were ready to weep for him. Raising the idea of class masked 
their eyes to the horror of passing a death sentence. It must be admitted that Monsieur Sorel is 
very much a novice in these matters. If we can’t save him, now, by an act of pardon, his death 
will be a sort of suicide ....’” 

Mathilde was careful not to tell Julien something she no longer doubted, namely, that 
Father de Frilair, seeing Julien lost, believed it would be helpful to his ambitions if he sought 
to replace him in her affections. 

Virtually beside himself with impotent anger and irritation: “Go hear a mass for me,” he 
told her, “and let me have a little peace.” Mathilde, already very jealous about Madame de 
Rênal’s visits, having just heard of her rival’s departure, understood Julien’s sullen mood and 
melted into tears. 

Her sorrow was real. Julien saw that, and was only more irritated by it. He had a desperate 
need for solitude, but how obtain it? 

Finally, having tried to soften him by every argument she could muster, Mathilde left him 
alone. But at almost that same moment, Fouqué appeared. 

“I really need to be alone,” Julien told his faithful friend.... And seeing how his friend 
hesitated: “I’m composing a memorandum, to advance my appeal for a pardon...besides...do 
me a favor: don’t ever talk to me about death. If I need some special help, that day, let me ask, 
first.” 

When Julien finally had his solitude, he found he was even more overwhelmed and 
cowardly than before. Whatever strength there had been in his weakened soul had been used 
up, trying to hide his state of mind from both Mademoiselle de La Mole and from Fouqué. 

Toward evening, he had an idea that consoled him: 
“Supposing, this morning, just when death seemed so awful, I’d been warned to ready 

myself for execution: the public’s eyes would have spurred me to glory. My walk might have 
been rather heavy, like some timid fop going into a drawing room. Some clear-sighted people, 
if there are any among these provincials, might have guessed my weakness...but nobody would 
have seen it.” 

And he felt himself freed of some part of misery. “Right now I’m a coward,” he was 
repeating to himself, chanting the words, “but nobody will know that.” 

The next day, there was something almost more unpleasant waiting for him. His father 
had long since said he would be making a visit, and that day, before Julien woke up, the old 
white-haired carpenter appeared in his cell. 

Julien felt weak; he was expecting reproaches of the nastiest sort. To finish off the pain he 
was experiencing, that very morning he had been feeling the most intense remorse for not 
loving his father. 

“Pure chance put us near each other on this earth,” he was saying to himself, as the guards 
did a bit of tidying up, in the cell, “and we’ve done each other just about all the harm we could. 
Here he comes, at the moment of my death, to deal me the final blow.” 

The old man’s reproaches began just as soon as there was no one else to hear him. 
Julien could not hold back his tears. “What shameful weakness!” he said to himself, 

furious. “He’ll go everywhere, exaggerating my failed courage. What a triumph for Valenod 
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and all the dull hypocrites who run Verrières! They’re truly powerful, in France: they combine 
in themselves every social advantage. Till now I could at least tell myself: they take in all the 
money, it’s true; all the honors are heaped on them; but me, I have nobility of heart. 

“And here’s a witness no one will doubt, who will certify to everyone in Verrières—and 
exaggerate it, too—that in the face of death I was a coward! That’s what I’ll have become, in 
this great test that they can all understand!” 

Julien was close to despair. He did not know how he could send his father away. And to 
invent some pretense that would deceive this sharp-sighted old man was, at that moment, 
completely beyond his strength. 

His mind ran quickly through all the possibilities. 
“I’ve saved some money!” he suddenly cried. 
These inspired words changed the old man’s face, and changed Julien’s status. 
“How should I take care of it?” Julien went on, more calmly. The effect he’d produced 

took away all his feelings of inferiority. 
The old carpenter was burning, longing not to let this money get away from him: he 

thought Julien wanted to leave something to his brothers. He talked at length and strongly. 
Julien felt he could scoff at him. 

“All right, then! God’s given me an inspiration. In my will I’ll leave a thousand francs to 
each of my brothers, and the rest to you.” 

“Very good,” said the old man. “I deserve all the rest. But since God has been good enough 
to move your heart, you have to pay your debts if you really want to die as a good Christian. 
There are still expenses for your food, and your education—moneys I have advanced, on your 
behalf, though you’ve never thought about it....” 

“And here we have fatherly love!” Julien said to himself when he was alone once more, 
and he said it again, and again, cut to the heart. Soon the jailer appeared. 

“Sir, after a visit from relatives, I always bring my guests a bottle of good wine. It’s a bit 
expensive, six francs a bottle, but it soothes the heart.” 

“Bring three glasses,” Julien told him with childlike haste, “and bring in the two prisoners 
I hear walking in the corridor.” 

The jailer brought in two convicts, who had fallen back into their old ways and were 
getting ready to return to the penitentiary. They were the gayest of rascals, and really quite 
remarkable for their sharpness, their courage, and their calm collectedness. 

“If you give me twenty francs,” one of them said to Julien, “I’ll tell you, in detail, the story 
of my life. It’s a blast.” 

“But you’ll be telling me a lot of lies?” asked Julien. 
“Not at all,” was the answer. “My friend here, who’s jealous about my twenty francs, will 

squeal on me if I don’t tell the truth.” 
It was a horrible story, showing a brave heart, which knew only one passion, and that was 

money. 
When they’d left, Julien was no longer the same man. His anger at himself had completely 

vanished. The ghastly sorrow, inflamed by cowardliness, that had been gripping him ever since 
Madame de Rênal’s departure, had been turned into straightforward melancholy. 

“As I’ve become less deceived by mere appearances,” he told himself, “I’ve learned that 
Paris drawing rooms are inhabited by respectable people just like my father, or by clever 
rogues like these old convicts. They’re right: society people will never wake up, in the morning, 
with this agonizing thought: ’How am I going to eat?’ And they boast about how honest they 
are! And when they serve on juries, they fiercely condemn a man who stole a set of silver 
tableware because he thought he’d die of hunger. 
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“But whether it’s a courtroom, or the question of getting or losing a ministerial 
appointment, my honest society folk fall into crimes strictly parallel to the ones, inspired by 
the necessity of eating, that these two convicts have committed.... 

“There is no such thing as natural law. Such terms are nothing more than ancient 
twaddle, worthy of the public prosecutor who was hunting me, the other day: his grandfather’s 
wealth came from a forfeiture in the days of Louis XIV. There are no rights, unless there’s a law 
forbidding you to do this or that, or else you’ll be punished. Before there’s a law, there’s 
nothing natural except a lion’s strength, or the needs of someone who’s hungry, who’s cold—
who, in short, needs ...No, those we honor are simply rascals who’ve been lucky enough not to 
get caught with their hands in the cookie jar. The prosecutor who society hurled at me was 
made wealthy by a disgraceful act...I tried to kill, and I have been justly condemned, but if you 
put aside this one thing, the Valenod who condemned me is a hundred times more harmful to 
society. 

“All right!” Julien added, sadly but without anger. “In spite of his greed, my father’s worth 
more than all these fellows. He never loved me. I’m going to fill that cup to overflowing, 
dishonoring him with an infamous death. His fear of not having money, that exaggerated view 
of human wickedness which is called greed, made him see a gigantic source of consolation, and 
of security, in the sum of a few thousand francs which I can leave him. Some Friday, after 
dinner, he’ll show his gold to all his jealous friends in Verrières. At this price, his look will tell 
them, which of us would not be charmed to have a son guillotined?” 

This approach might be valid, but it was the sort that makes death seem desirable. And so 
five long days went by. He was polite and gentle to Mathilde; he could tell she was driven by 
the liveliest furies of jealousy. One evening, Julien thought seriously about killing himself. His 
soul had been worn down, ever since Madame de Rênal’s departure, by the deepest misery. 
Nothing would have pleased him more, neither in reality nor in his imagination. Having no 
exercise began to affect his health, giving him the lofty-minded, wan nature of a young 
German student. He lost the masculine haughtiness that rejects, with a decisive oath, the less-
than-decent ideas that swarm up at miserable souls. 

“I used to love truth...What’s happened to it? ... Hypocrisy is everywhere, or charlatanism, 
at least, even among the most virtuous, even among the most honored.” His lips took on an 
expression of disgust...”No: Man cannot be proud of men. 

“Madame de ——— took up a collection for poor orphans; she told me such-and-such a 
nobleman had just given her ten gold coins. She lied. But what am I saying? Napoleon at Saint-
Helena...Pure charlatanism. A proclamation for his son, the King of Rome.30 

“Good Lord! If such a man, even when misery ought, by rights, to sharply recall him to his 
duty, lowers himself to charlatanism, what should we expect from the rest of the species?... 

“Where can we find truth? In religion...Oh yes,” he added, his smile bitter with the most 
intense contempt. “In the mouths of Maslon, de Frilair, Castaneda...Perhaps in real 
Christianity, where priests wouldn’t be paid, any more than the Apostles were? ... But Saint 
Paul was paid because he loved giving orders, and public speaking, and getting people to talk 
about him.... 

“Ah! If there were a true religion...Idiot that I am! I see a Gothic cathedral, with ancient 
stained-glass windows; my feeble heart pictures the priest’s face, in those images...My heart 

                                                             
30 Son of Napoleon and Marie-Louise, proclaimed “King of Rome” by his father even before his birth in 1811. 
He was known as the King of Rome to true believers in the Bonapartiste cause—who also called him 
Napoleon II, Napoleon having pointlessly abdicated in his favor in 1814. He was named Duke of Reichstadt 
by his grandfather, the Austrian emperor, and died in 1832, not having seen his father after the age of three. 
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understands him, my soul needs him...But all I find is a fop with filthy hair—aside from the 
pleasant amenities, a Chevalier de Beauvoisis. 

“But a true priest, a Massillon,31 a Fénelon...Massillon consecrated Dubois32 as a bishop. 
The Memoirs of Saint-Simon spoiled Fénélon33 for me. But, finally, a real priest...Then the 
world’s sensitive hearts would have a place to come together...We would not be isolated.. .. 
This good priest would talk to us about God. But which God? Not the one in the Bible, a cruel, 
petty tyrant, thirsting for vengeance...but Voltaire’s God, just, good, infinite...” 

He was troubled by all his memories of that Bible, which he knew by heart...”Yet, if there 
are three in one, how can we believe in that great name, GOD, after the frightful abuse, acting 
in that name, the priests have committed? 

“To live in isolation! ... What torture! ... 
“I’m becoming crazy and unjust,” Julien told himself, striking his forehead. “I am 

completely alone in this cell, but on this earth I have not lived in isolation. I had a powerful 
idea of duty. That duty, which rightly or wrongly was prescribed for me...It’s been like a solid 
tree trunk, and I have leaned on it when it stormed. I staggered, I was shaken. In the end, I’ve 
never been anything more than a man...But I wasn’t swept away. 

“The damp air in this cell is what’s making me think about isolation.... 
“And why be a hypocrite, even as I’m cursing hypocrisy? It isn’t really death, nor this cell, 

nor its damp air—it’s Madame de Rênal’s absence that’s crushing me. If, in Verrières, just to 
see her I had to live for whole weeks, hidden in the cellars, would I be complaining? 

“I’m overwhelmed by my contemporaries’ influence,” he said haughtily and with a bitter 
laugh. “Speaking only to myself, and two steps from death, I’m still a hypocrite...Oh you 
nineteenth century! 

“...A hunter in a forest fires his gun, his prey falls, he comes to get it. His boot smashes 
into an anthill, two feet high, and destroys the ants’ home; ants are scattered far and wide, 
their eggs...The best ant philosopher could never understand this huge black thing, immense, 
horrible—the hunter’s boot—which suddenly broke into their dwelling, with incredible speed, 
and just before that happened there had been a dreadful noise, together with a shower of 
reddish sparks.... 

“...So too death, life, eternity: matters terribly simple to whoever has organs vast enough 
to have any conception of them.... 

“A mayfly born at nine in the morning, during the summer’s long days, and dying at five 
that evening: How could it comprehend the word night? 

“Let it live another five hours, and it sees and understands what night is. 
“As for me, I will die in twenty-three hours. Give me five more years of life, to be with 

Madame de Rênal.” 
And then he began to laugh like Mephistopheles. “What stupidity, trying to think my way 

through such huge questions. 
“First of all, I’m just as much a hypocrite, all alone, as I would be were there anyone to 

listen to me. 

                                                             
31 Jean-Baptiste Massillon (1663–1742), priest and celebrated orator, delivered the funeral oration for Louis 
XIV. 
32 The virtuous Massillon (see note for p. 391, l. 20) consecrated the dissolute abbé Dubois as a bishop at the 
command of the Regent Duke d’Orléans, whose political confidant and compagnon in debauchery Dubois 
was. Dubois ended his checkered ecclesiastical career as a cardinal. 
33 The Duke de Saint-Simon (see note for p. 388, l. 14, and note for p. 391, Epigraph) was decidedly partisan in all 
his judgments, and he portrays Fenélon as a weak, obsequious courtier. 
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“Second, I’m forgetting living and loving, though I have so very few hours left to 
live...Alas, Madame de Rênal is not here. Maybe her husband won’t let her come back to 
Besançon, to continue dishonoring herself. 

“That’s what’s isolating me, not any lack of a just God, good, all-powerful, not a bit evil-
minded, not at all greedy for revenge.... 

“Ah, but if He existed...Alas, I’d fall at His feet. ‘I deserved death,’ I’d tell Him. But 
Almighty God, kind God, indulgent God: give me back the woman I love!” 

The night was well along. After an hour or two of peaceful sleep, Fouqué arrived. 
Julien felt as strong and resolved as a man who can see clearly into his soul. 

Chapter Forty-Five 

“I can’t do such a thing to poor Father Chas-Bernard; it would be a shabby trick to ask 
him,” he told Fouqué. “He wouldn’t eat his dinner for three days. But try to find me a 
Jansenist, some friend of Father Pirard, immune to plots and scheming.” 

Fouqué had been waiting, most impatiently, for this overture. Julien had done decently 
everything public opinion requires, in the provinces. Thanks to Father de Frilair, and in spite 
of having chosen the wrong kind of confessor, Julien had been protected, in his cell, by the 
Congregation of the Holy Virgin: had he behaved with more spirit, he might have been able to 
escape. But as the damp air of the cell worked on him, his mind seemed to shrink. He was even 
happier when Madame de Rênal returned. 

“My primary responsibility is to you,” she said, embracing him. “I’ve escaped from 
Verrières....” 

Julien felt no petty vanity: he told her all his weaknesses. She was kind, and she was 
charming. 

That evening, as soon as she’d left the prison and gone back to her aunt’s house, she 
summoned the priest who, like a hunting animal, had fastened himself onto Julien. Since all he 
wanted was to establish a reputation among Besançon’s young society women, it was not 
difficult to hire him for a novena at Upper Bray, in the old abbey. 

Julien’s mad love was beyond anything words can express. 
Employing gold, and both using and abusing her aunt’s influence, Madame de Rênal got 

permission to see him twice a day. 
Hearing this, Mathilde’s jealousy rose to the point of insanity. Father de Frilair had sworn 

that all his influence could not so defy the rules that she might see her beloved more than 
once a day. Mathilde had Madame de Rênal followed, so she could learn everything she did. 
Father de Frilair expended every ounce of his ingenuity, which was very considerable, trying to 
persuade her that Julien was not worthy of her. 

And in the midst of these torments, she had never loved him more; virtually every day she 
staged a ghastly scene for his benefit. 

Julien wanted with all his strength to behave, right to the very end, as decently as possible 
to this young girl he had so strangely compromised. But over and over, his ungovernable love 
for Madame de Rênal swept him away. When he could not truly persuade Mathilde (the 
reasons he gave her were not good enough) that her rival’s visits were entirely innocent: 
“Well,” he told himself, “the end of the drama isn’t very far off: that’s the best excuse I have, if I 
can’t think of better ones.” 

Mademoiselle de La Mole learned that de Croisenois had died. The exceedingly rich 
Monsieur de Thaler had allowed himself some unpleasant comments about Mathilde’s 
disappearance. Monsieur de Croisenois requested that he publicly deny these statements. 
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Monsieur de Thaler showed him certain anonymous letters he had received, full of details so 
skillfully juxtaposed that poor de Croisenois could not tell what was false and what was true. 

Monsieur de Thaler then permitted himself some distinctly unsubtle jests. Drunk with 
misery and anger, de Croisenois demanded such extravagant amends that the millionaire 
preferred a duel. Stupidity was victorious, and one of the most lovable men in Paris was found 
dead, at age twenty-four. 

His death had a strange and morbid effect on Julien’s affable soul. 
“Poor de Croisenois,” he said to Mathilde, “was really very reasonable and decent to us. 

He was obliged to hate me when you behaved so incautiously in your mother’s drawing room, 
and so he wanted a quarrel, since the hate that follows after contempt is usually a furious one.” 

Monsieur de Croisenois’s death changed all of Julien’s ideas about Mathilde’s future. He 
spent several days proving to himself that, after all, she ought to accept Monsieur de Luz. “He’s 
rather shy, but not too Jesuitical,” he told her, “and he’ll surely try to marry you. His ambitions 
are duller than poor de Croisenois’s, but they’re steadier, and since there’s no dukedom in his 
family, he won’t hesitate about marrying Julien Sorel’s widow.” 

“And a widow who despises grand passions,” Mathilde answered coldly, “since she’s lived 
long enough to have seen, six months later, that her lover prefers another woman, and indeed 
the very woman who brought about all his misfortunes.” 

“You’re not being fair. Madame de Rênal’s visits will supply our Paris lawyer, who’s trying 
to win me a pardon, with invaluable information. He’ll be able to show the murderer being 
honored by his victim’s attentions. That might work, and maybe, someday, you’ll see me the 
subject of a melodrama, etc., etc.” 

Furious jealousy, which could not be avenged; a continuous, hopeless misery (because 
even assuming Julien were saved, how would she win back his heart?); the shame and sorrow 
of loving her unfaithful lover more than ever before—all this had plunged Mademoiselle de La 
Mole into a mournful silence, from which neither Father de Frilair’s eager courtship, nor 
Fouqué’s rough honesty, could help her escape. 

Aside from time stolen away by Mathilde, Julien lived a life of love in which there did not 
need to be a future. By a strange working of this passion, now that it was at fever pitch and 
without the slightest pretense, Madame de Rênal almost shared his jauntiness, his gentle 
gaiety. 

“It used to be,” Julien told her, “when I was so happy, walking with you in the woods at 
Vergy, fiery ambition would carry my soul into imaginary places. Instead of clasping to my 
heart this charming arm, which was so near my lips, the future swept me away from you. I was 
fighting endless battles, which had to be fought so I could build a colossal fortune...No, I 
would have died without knowing happiness, if you hadn’t come to see me, here in prison.” 

Two things occurred to trouble this peaceful existence. Julien’s confessor, even being the 
devout Jansenist he was, could not help being the screen for a Jesuit scheme, and, without 
knowing it, becoming the Jesuits’ instrument. 

One day he came to tell Julien that, to avoid the frightful sin of suicide, he needed to do 
everything he could to secure a pardon. Now, the Church having great influence with the 
Ministry of Justice, in Paris, there was a singularly open road: he needed to make as big a show 
as possible about having reformed his sinful soul... 

“A show!” Julien echoed. “Oh, I see: you’re playing the missionary game, Father, just as the 
others do.” 

“Your youth,” the Jansenist answered somberly, “the attractive face with which 
Providence has blessed you; even the motive for your crime, which remains inexplicable; the 
prodigious measures Mademoiselle de La Mole has so lavishly engaged in, on your behalf; and, 
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finally, the astonishing friendliness your victim has shown you—all this contributes to the 
young women of Besançon having made you into a hero. They have forgotten everything else 
for you, even politics.... 

“Your awakening will find an echo in their hearts and will make a profound impression. 
You can be of major importance to religion, and the trifling reasoning of the Jesuits, in similar 
situations, does not give me pause. Even in this special case, which has escaped their rapacity, 
they would still act destructively. They should not be allowed to...The tears that your 
awakening will cause to flow will wipe out the corrosive effect of ten editions of Voltaire’s 
impious works.” 

“And what will I have left,” Julien responded coldly, “if I turn, contemptuously, against 
myself? I have been ambitious, but I have no intention of calling that blameworthy: I was 
simply following the conventions of my time. Now I live from day to day. But as people here 
see these things, I would be making myself seriously miserable, were I to surrender to such 
cowardice...” 

The other episode, which was far more painful to Julien, stemmed from Madame de 
Rênal. I have no idea, reader, which of her lady friends managed to persuade this naïve and shy 
soul that it was her duty, now, to go to Saint-Cloud and throw herself on her knees in front of 
King Charles X. 

She was prepared to make the sacrifice of tearing herself away from Julien, which was an 
immense struggle. Her distaste at making a spectacle of herself, which at any other time would 
have been worse than death itself, was now, in her eyes, of no consequence whatever. 

“I’ll go to the king; I will proclaim loudly that you are my lover. A man’s life, and 
especially such a man as you, must prevail over all other considerations. I will say that it was 
jealousy which caused you to seek my life. There are many instances where young men have 
been saved, in such a case, either by the jury’s humanity or by the king’s—” 

“I’ll never let you in here again. I’ll have the door of my cell shut against you,” cried Julien, 
“and without any question I’ll kill myself, in despair, the day after you leave, unless you swear 
you’ll do nothing to make the two of us a public spectacle. This notion of going to Paris cannot 
be your own. Tell me the name of the schemer who proposed it to you.... 

“Let us be happy, in the few days left to this short life. Let’s hide our existence; my crime 
is already too conspicuous. Mademoiselle de La Mole has powerful friends at court: believe me, 
she’s doing what can humanly be done. Here in the provinces, all the rich and respected men 
are against me. If you go to Saint-Cloud, they’d be bitterer still, and especially the moderates 
who lead such easy lives...Let’s not give an opportunity for mocking laughter to the Maslons, 
the Valenods, and a thousand better men than them.” 

The cell’s foul air had become unbearable. Fortunately, on the day they told him he was 
to die, the sun was making all of nature rejoice, and Julien was in a courageous mood. Walking 
in the open air was, for him, a delightful sensation, as walking on the firm ground is for the 
sailor, long at sea. “Let’s go, everything’s fine,” he said to himself. “I have more than enough 
courage.” 

Never had that head felt more poetic than now, when it was going to be cut off. The 
sweetest times he had known, once, in the woods of Vergy, came crowding back into his mind, 
and with wonderful force. 

Everything happened simply, decently, and on his part without the slightest affectation.34 
                                                             

34 Julien’s story was inspired, in part, by the trial of Antoine Berthet, which took place in Grenoble in 1827. 
Berthet was the bright son of a blacksmith who entered the seminary and was later hired by the wealthy 
Michoud de La Tour family as a tutor. He and Madame Michoud had an affair, and Berthet was dismissed. 
Hired as a tutor by the Cordon family, he was fired for initiating a liaison with the eldest daughter of the 
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The night before, he had said to Fouqué: 
“As far as emotions are concerned, I can’t predict. This ugly, damp cell gives me feverish 

moments when I can’t recognize myself. But fear—no. They won’t see me turning pale.” 
He had arranged matters, in advance, for this last day. Fouqué was to leave, afterward, 

with Mathilde and Madame de Rênal. 
“Take them in the same carriage,” Julien had instructed. “Make sure the horses never stop 

galloping. Either they’ll fall into each other’s arms, or they’ll show mortal hatred. In either 
case, the poor women will be a little distracted from their frightful sorrow.” 

Julien had exacted from Madame de Rênal her oath that she would live on, so she could 
care for Mathilde’s son. 

“Who knows? Maybe we still feel things, after our death,” he’d said to Fouqué one day. 
“I’d like to rest, considering that ‘rest’ is the right word, in that little cave up on the tall 
mountain, overlooking Verrières. I spent the night there more than once, as I’ve told you, and 
I could see in the distance the richest provinces in all France. My heart was burning with 
ambition: that was my true passion, then...Anyway, that cave is dear to me, and no one can 
argue it isn’t situated where a philosopher might envy me.... All right! These fine Besançon 
fanatics, these Congregationalists of the Holy Virgin, are good at making money out of 
anything. If you handle it properly, they’ll sell you my mortal remains....” 

Fouqué was successful, in this grim negotiation. He was spending the night in his room, 
alone with his friend’s body, when to his great surprise he saw Mathilde come in. Just a few 
hours earlier, he had left her, fifteen miles from Besançon. She looked distraught, her eyes 
were wild. 

“I want to see him,” she said. 
Fouqué did not have the courage either to speak or to rise. He pointed to a large blue 

cloak, lying on the floor, in which what remained of Julien was wrapped. 
She dropped to her knees. The memory of Boniface de La Mole and Marguerite de 

Navarre surely gave her superhuman courage. Her trembling hands opened the cloak. Fouqué 
turned away his eyes. 

He heard Mathilde walking rapidly around the room. She was lighting candles. When 
Fouqué had the strength to look at her, she had set on a marble table, in front of her, Julien’s 
head, and she was kissing his forehead.... 

Mathilde followed her lover to the tomb he had chosen for himself. There were a great 
many priests escorting the bier. No one knew it but, alone in her covered carriage, she carried 
on her knees the head of the man she had so loved. 

So, when they reached the highest point of one of the highest of the Jura mountains, in 
the middle of the night, in the little cave, lit by an enormous number of candles, twenty priests 
celebrated the service for the dead. All those who lived in the little mountain villages along 
their route had followed them, drawn by the bizarre nature of this strange ceremony. 

Mathilde was in their midst, wearing long mourning robes. At the end of the service, she 
had thousands of five-franc pieces scattered among the villagers. 

Left alone with Fouqué, she insisted on burying her lover’s head with her own hands. 
Fouqué was almost insane with grief. 

                                                                                                                                                                    
family. When Madame Michoud then refused to renew their relationship, Berthet followed her to church and 
shot her during Mass. Although the victim was only slightly wounded, Berthet was condemned to death, and 
was beheaded in Grenoble on February 27, 1828. In other writings, Stendhal compared this verdict to that in 
the 1829 Lafargue case, in which the defendant, Lafargue, slit the throat of a peasant girl. He was sentenced to 
five years in prison and pardoned after serving two. 




