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Friendless in France: the Case of Julian Sorel
In France of 1830, it was hard to find a friend.  If there is one thing that Stendhal’s novel, The Red and the Black, tells us with certainty, it is this.  The entitled members of society did not find their privileges extending to trust in their circle of associates; those less fortunate were perhaps more frank with themselves about the limited extent to which they could count upon one another for loyalty or support. The public sources from which the writer drew the setting for his narrative were the bloody recent history of his country’s earlier decade of revolution and the political intriguing and power struggles leading to the July Revolution.  These events provided him the perfect background for a melodrama of human ambition and loss featuring his compelling, enigmatic anti-hero, Julian Sorel.  The translator of my edition, Robert M. Adams, includes a generous account of the conflicting interests in the political theater of 1830, taking in the ineffectuality of a restored monarchy trying to reclaim its power within the grip of the Napoleonic Code, the competition between the Jesuits and the Jansenists for advantageous positioning in the Church, and the clashes (and pseudo-clashes) between the liberals and the ultras as a prelude to a change of kings – from Charles X to Louis-Philippe – and a shift from hereditary right of sovereignty to the popular right.  Always preferring to build his narratives from true stories, Stendhal also very evidently used two trial accounts as sources for the last section of his novel: the 1827 trial of Antoine Berthet for the shooting of his lover, Mme. Michaud of Grenoble, and the case of Adrien Lafargue, who decapitated his mistress, Therese, in 1828 (www.stendhalforever.com/source.html).  

Into the politically divisive province of his invented town of Verrieres, rife with scheming priests and petty government officials, Stendhal places the romantic and somewhat effeminate figure (similar to that of Berthet) of his young Julian.  In this physically frail and seemingly insignificant person, we identify a youth misunderstood and mistreated by his father, a pale student who is preparing to enter ecclesiastical life as the only way to realize his desire for social ascension, a young man who is without much commitment to his chosen spiritual undertaking, as his preference for Rousseau’s Confessions over the New Testament makes clear.  This youth travels from his father’s miserable home to his first post of tutor to the children of Verrieres’ mayor, M. de Renal.  Ambitious but thin-skinned, he suffers various humiliations in this employment, perhaps offset by his eventual love affair with the mayor’s wife.  Once the tip of this iceberg is sighted by M. de Renal, Julian flees to Besancon for an abortive term as a seminarian, and from there, by unanticipated good fortune, to the position of private secretary to the Marquis de la Mole, in Paris.  As we follow the twin stars of Julian’s rising importance in society and his rising attractiveness to many women, his seduction and impregnation of the Marquis’ daughter, Mathilde, does not surprise us.  Nor are we shocked at the Marquis’ ultimate conferral of the military title of lieutenant of hussars on the man whom he must now make his son-in-law, likely because we have become familiar with the expedients used in the conservation of powers at the Hotel de la Mole.  On this mountain top of pending nuptials and rank, Julian surveys his future of position and influence (“Now at last, … the novel of my career is over”),  but then glances fatally down at the ambitions that have driven him, and falls (Stendhal 359).  His former mistress’ confessional letter to the Marquis having robbed him of the fulfillment of his life’s plan to become a person of consequence, he shoots her, and at his trial gives only the most steadfast testimony of his guilt.  Despite the frantic efforts of the few, if unrecognized, friends he has, and the punctilious operations of the court of assizes, Julian secures his own conviction, and is beheaded for the crime of having wounded the shoulder of his first mistress, Mme. de Renal, the woman to whom he finally and eternally, if mystifyingly, pledges his loyalty and love. 
The Red and the Black was not well received in Stendhal’s lifetime, partly due to public reaction to his harsh depiction of French society, and partly to its recoil from Julian’s perceived immorality.  The source of this outrage was even noted by Stendhal’s friend, Merrimee, who wrote to him: “There are in Julian’s character monstrous traits that everyone recognizes as being true, but which also repulse” (www.stendhalforever.com/reception.html).  After his death, Stendhal’s honest rendering of his character’s motives and moral failings were ultimately understood to be an effective antidote to the hypocrisy and inequities of French Restoration society.  As the central figure of the narrative, the character of Julian came to represent a bracing challenge to the reifying ideals and behavioral standards of post-Napoleonic France.  The novel is now embraced by the critical establishment as an influential work of pioneering realism, especially in the portrayal of human character.  Stendhal, in fact, is regarded as the founder of serious realism (Auerbach 463). 
Literary realism was seeded in the early continental novel as a manner of the objective depiction of life, without idealization or glamour, and without the purpose of offering a moral lesson.  Realist elements of the novels of Defoe and Fielding began with the 18th century classical critical dictum that art should hold a mirror to life, but did not meet the concomitant requirement that art should teach by delighting its audience.  Stendhal’s The Red and the Black indeed holds a mirror to life in France of 1830, but his main character does not delight or teach us, so much as perplex, outrage, and finally, as Merrimee observed, repulse us.  A character such as Stendhal created in Julian is usually referred to as an anti-hero, a character who can be defined in opposite terms to more obviously heroic figures such as Homer’s Odysseus, Thorold’s Roland, or France’s (indeed Stendhal’s) Napoleon.  These legendary figures stand as icons representing the ideal embodiments of the societies to which they offer both protection and dominance.   Cervantes’ Don Quixote, conversely, is an example of a comic anti-hero, whose self-imposed knighthood and valiant exploits in defense of the good often result in a parody of valorous service, resulting in minor physical harm to the knight and his squire, and in ridicule of the chivalric code and the romantic tradition of knight errantry.
Julian may, in this paradigm of the heroic, be seen perhaps as a tragic anti-hero, the product of a psychological realism that reveals his natural strivings for upward social progress to result, possibly due to the severe constraints of his original social position, in his total loss, not only of the remarkably high social status he manages to attain, but of his grasp on Christian morality, and finally, on his will to live.  Such a view of Julian’s purpose as the main character in Stendhal’s narrative, however, does not convince me.   As literary heroism goes, the anti-hero in fiction has the high purpose of revealing the underbelly of entrenched social norms and values so that these may be re-examined and, it is hoped, revised.  I am, however, unwilling to ascribe to Stendhal this simple, if praiseworthy, ambition for his novel.  
Characterologic art of the novel, and of its ancestor forms, the romance and the epic, often stands on the Greek tradition of the agon, or conflict, positioning its main character and secondary characters in relation to that conflict.  Claudius is the antagonist to Hamlet’s protagonist in their conflict over the death of Hamlet’s father, as Grendel is antagonist to Beowulf, Mephistopheles to Faust, Maria Shabata to Alexandra Bergson, and so on in many cases.  Applying this model to Julian, though, is confusing.  If we take him to be Stendhal’s protagonist, then his antagonist might be seen to change with each successive development in his story.  His father’s antagonism gives way to the rude insensitivities of M. de Renal, who is eventually supplanted by Mme. de Renal’s confessor, leaving Julian finally to stand against the district attorney of the Besancon court.   And let’s not slight the powers of Julian’s lovers as partial antagonists, since each introduces a full measure of conflict into his life.  But the plot of The Red and the Black does not turn on any of these conflicts alone, nor does Stendhal allow us to forget Julian’s agency in all of the dramatic clashes that make up his life.  The main method of the author’s realism is, in fact, his handling of point of view, or focalization, the lens through which we are permitted to see the plot and characters of the narrative.  Stendhal’s lens is that of psychological realism, so that both the events that happen to Julian and those that he causes to happen are presented through the filter of Julian’s personality, his ways of thinking, of reacting, of desiring, of deluding himself.  We are sometimes given a peek through the psycho-lenses of other characters, and sometimes treated to the more direct commentary of the author’s diegetic persona (to whom he gives the final word on the distinction between public and private life at the novel’s end), but the total effect of Stendhal’s narrative is of realism achieved through the focalization of Julian’s character.
Stendhal’s realist approach to the character of his central figure obscures Julian’s position as the novel’s protagonist.  As he enters blindly into love affairs with women who belong (in various senses) to his employers; as he distains his friend Fouque’s generous offer of a stable income; as he rejects Mathilde’s efforts to save him from execution; as he presents with suicidal insistence his premeditated guilt to the court of assizes, we lose sight of the antagonist he struggles with, and begin to see his own hand in his numerous conflicts.  Perhaps it is more interesting to think that the roles of protagonist and antagonist are blended within Julian, that his all-encompassing self-regard and class ambition act at the same time as his cause and his catastrophe.  In this characterological framework, he is neither hero nor anti-hero, but may be seen to draw his energy from the synergy of these oppositions.  Since Julian does not notably struggle to tame these two sides of himself, he is equally subject to both, which may account for his otherwise inexplicable passivity.  A striking example of this is his naivete about the amorous attentions of Mme. de Renal, which barely disturb his reveries of how best to position himself for power in her husband’s household.  Julian only becomes aware of his attraction to her when his lips have been practically force-fed her hand for kissing, but on this basis of such simple sensuousness, he builds a towering affair of passion.  Passion is, indeed, Julian’s most salient attribute.  He greets the other characters in his world with passionate hate, fear, suspicion, arrogance, pride, desire, and all of these strong feelings are stimulated by seeming trifles.  He is horrified to sleeplessness by Fouque’s offer of partnership, becomes paranoid about Mathilde’s proposal of a midnight tryst, utterly forgets Mathilde and the life of their unborn child when he is visited in jail by Mme. de Renal, and again is taken under the spell of his love for her.  It seems that in Stendhal’s long exploration of Julian’s passionate nature, he finds something of consequence, an attitude or emotional stamp essential to human life.  In fact, it might be proposed that Julian’s passion – in its immediacy and irrationality, - is the ultimate value of his character.  It may be that a notably changeable character within the dramatically changing times of 1830 was of interest to Stendhal as a creative inquiry; perhaps the author’s intention was to explore the effects of the times on his creation, so as to discover something about what can be identified as real in human character.  This line of reasoning may stretch further: on the level of a symptomatic reading of the novel, Julian may be understood as the embodied principle of chaos in human character.  But having set his character up to signify this principle of chaos, what can Stendhal then do with him?  How will this character serve in the complex of Stendhal’s larger aims for his novel?  
For a realistic portrait of a young Frenchman of modest origins who wishes to rise above his social station in the year of the July Revolution, there can be a number of dovetailed purposes.  The great narrative layer of detail concerning the sturm und drang of Julian’s seductions can be viewed as a microcosm of the principles of chaos that were concurrently working themselves out in France’s government structure.  This application can be seen both in analogue and more simple analytic terms.  Swift swings of emotion, from boredom with tutoring the Renal children to excruciating yearning for Renal’s wife, can reverberate when set alongside rapid changes of loyalty (or its appearance) among provincial officials, such as when members of the clergy who object to Julian’s rise are later swept up in efforts to save him, as the Marquis’ protégé, from the guillotine.  Julian’s character can also be viewed, more simply, as the engine of political instability.  The career ambitions that were almost in his grasp would, if realized, have placed him among those whom the French Revolution of 1830 served the most, and therefore, he may be imagined as potentially in alignment with the forces of circumstance and political perspective that gave ultimate power to sovereignty by popular right.  Apart from whether or not he may have developed potential motives for desiring political change (if his career had actually ended when he thought it had, for instance), it may even be possible to see the changeable, passionate nature of Julian, in and of itself, as being the requisite element of revolutionary energy. 
f these are likely propositions, then Stendhal’s social satire is more Horatian than Juvenalian in tone.  It is more a detached observation of the ironies of the heroic than a critique of French politics of the early 19th century.  Stendhal has invented a character who allows him to show us the many sides of the social and the political, and to indirectly prick the inflated valor of grand figures and sacred institutions.  Masterplots of heroes like Roland tacitly support our understanding of Julian’s obsession with Napoleon, and these are subtly satirized by Julian’s narrow thinking, inept scheming, and distractible heart.  For Stendhal’s contemporary readers and critics, the “true story” masterplots of Berthet and Lafargue probably also helped to foreclose any vision of elevated qualities in Julian’s character.  
All of these rather harsh things said, Julian is also an attractive, elusive trace of his creator’s curiosity about the limitations and vagaries of human character.  In a car-wreck sort of way, he is an interesting study: you can’t look at him and you can’t look away, but even when indulged, this compulsion is softened by his pallor, his delicacy, his youthful intensity of feeling.  As it blinded his lovers, his passionate aspect obscures a bit our grasp of the cost of so much emotion.  In a friendless moment of his country’s history, Julian’s own personality blinds him to the few friends, like Fouque, he has, and compromises his ability even to be a friend to himself.  There is finally something sadder in his isolation throughout the entire story than there is in his death at the end of it.  
Though I had never read it before, I wanted particularly to write the critical paper on The Red and the Black because I knew that Willa Cather admired Stendhal, and when I began researching him, I found that he is considered the father of psychological realism.  This piece of established wisdom has led me to wonder about the legacy of his achievement. What is the legacy of Julian?  Emma Bovary springs immediately to mind, for her extremes of passion and her penchant for writing the novel of her career in love affairs.  I will point out, however, that Emma’s suicidal impulse – perhaps a necessary coda on the flow of any nature so dominated by high emotion – was a lot closer to the front of her consciousness than was Julian’s.  Of both Julian and Emma it can certainly be observed that their creators must have hated them a little, to kill them with the violence that they did.  And Cather, of course, must also have hated Marie Shabata, her character in O, Pioneers!, just a bit, for being unable to be happy with her depressive husband, for falling passionately in love with her best friend’s brother because “ … she must get a feeling to live upon (141)”.  Cather wrote her little Bohemian girl into harm’s way in the scene where Marie succumbs to her passion, and makes love to Emil Bergson, under her husband’s mulberry trees and in clear site of his rifle.  The common primacy of feeling in these characters is revealed by their creators’ realist renderings to lead inevitably to a kind of psychological isolation, an isolation in longing that can only be fulfilled by violence.
Questions for Discussion
1. If Julian is the embodied principle of chaotic human character, he can also be rationalized as the embodiment of a power vacuum.  Does Stendhal imply that Julian’s failures of character are parallel to flaws in the reign of Charles X ?

2. Julian’s two mistresses love him with a passion that is easily equal to and certainly steadier than his for them.  Julian’s only venue for the open indulgence of passion is, in fact, in his love affairs.  Does this theater of his emotions imply that Mathilde and Mme. de Renal are character doubles of Julian, emphasizing his volatile nature?  If so, is there a gendered import for Julian’s identity in these character doubles?
3. What sort of character do we find in the Marquis de la Mole?  Is his affection for Julian sincere?  Is this affection evidence of his capacity for loyalty, honor, honesty?

4. How does the decorative grotto of Mathilde’s memorial for Julian align with his execution, in Stendhal’s narrative?  How does it comment on his life?  How does her memorial gesture compare to that of Mme. De Renal?

5. What is the meaning of Stendhal’s title?
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