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ERRATA

Page 15 line 13 omit new-born
page 13 line 10 for mood read mode
page 1 line 38 for chez read selon
pages 5 and 7 Notes for psychocritique read psycho-critique
page 28 line 24 for authentic. read authentioc
page 30 line 5 for 'Cromwell',(1827)l read 'Cromwell',
- (1827)",
page 30 line 11 for poems read poem
page 30 line 26 for ('les Dieux grecs') read ('Les Dieux
grecs')
page 66 omit we shall see that
page 94 line 23 for Grandfather's read grandfather's
page 97 line 1 for Fuast's read Faust's
page 99 line 8 for r8le read role
page 115 line 25 for letters, would seem‘read letters-
would seem
page 146 line 19 for Fenchéres read Feuchares
page 183 line 8 for passaway read pass away
page 191 line 21 for plusiers read plusieurs
page 197 lines 3 - 4 for a Queen and Goddess read Queen and
Goddess
page 202 line 2 for uncommited read uncommitted
page 207 line 11 for "rendezvous manqué" read
rendegvous manqué
page 317 line 3 for & read and
page 330 line 1 for a normal read normal 1
page 343 line 24 for January-April 1948 read April-May 1948
page 376 line 6 for old dream read old fantasy
page 430 last line (6.¢.1,25) read (o0.c.I,258)
page 441 lines 20-21 for 3 vols.,(Société read (3 vols.,
page 447 line 15 for Estéve read Estéve Sooiété

On the following pages the last line should NOT look like the end
of a paragraph 44 46 47 57 253 352 368
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INTRODUCTION

The thesis will develop Mauron's synchronic, Freudian account
of the motivation of Nerval's writing into a detailed history of his

imagination. Nerval projects into his works his dream of recapturing a

disrupted childhood happiness through union with a woman representing
his mother. The older rival who challenges this ambitlon 1s a complex
figure standing not only for the father, but also for Nerval's more
successful friends, symbolising his craving for love and his longing
for recognition as a writer. The basic pattern forms gradually and is
strengthened by the visionary experience of 1841. But from the
beginning there are two poles of longing: the accessible village girl,
and the remote, glamorous courtesan or actress. Both tend later to
merge with the figure of %emcther. They may be seen as twin aspects of
a single type, the "blonde aux yeux noirs", whose features never take
on a definitive individual shape, but are subject to ceaseless renewal,
permutation and interchange.

In using literature to create a "second life", Nerval draws
his material from the stock-in-trade of the Romantic artist. Yet
although the primary motive for writing is entertainment rather than
self-expression, the recurrence of certain obsessive patterns makes it
clear that his work is shaped, not simply by a wish to provide a
dutiful and reassuring mirror of fashionable contemporary themes, but
by profound and personal imaginative needs. In his works Nerval
creates an image of himself which at once deplets what he would like
to become and reveals what he knows himself to be, so that self-
projection is limited by the ironical censorshlp of self-honesty.

CHAPTER I

A review of Romantic themes in Nerval's work substantiates
the point that hls material is drawn from the stock-in-trade of the
contemporary wrlter.



PART ONE:

LITERATURE AS A SECOND LIFE

CHAPTER II

Even real l1life is reshaped by fantasy. Casual sexual partners
and female acquaintances are identified with the remote yet tender
figures of the family of his dreams, whilst he builds up imaginary
rivalries with friends whose sexual happiness he envles, setting up a
pattern of alternate love and resentment whilch reproduces his attitude
to the paternal figure.

CHAPTER IIT

The early lyrics already lament a lost adolescent love. The
possibility of happiness is abstracted from time and transferred to the
realm of the might-have-been, finding vicarious expression in Nerval's
translations from the German. These contain the shadowy outline of

later situations, in particular the desire to achleve - or to recapture -

a simple happiness by marrying an ordinary country girl (Marguerite).

CHAPTER IV

In the late 1830's Jenny Colon replaces Marguerite as the
obJect of Nerval's dream of happiness. 'L'Alchimiste' and 'Piquillo’
express hils fascination with this remote figure and his hope of
eliciting a response. The 'Lettres % Jenny Colon', based on letters
written to her during thelr brief and unsuccessful relationship, lmpose
a subjectlve Interpretation, directed by longing and narcissistic
attitudinizing, on the recalecitrant (but deliberately obscured) fact of
her indifference. The imaginatlve rearrangement of an unresolved
situation will recur throughout Nerval's work.

ii



1ii

CHAPTER V

After Jenny Colon's marriage to another man, Nerval creates
a hero, Frantz Lewald, who, having recognised the subjective and
illusory nature of his love for a remote aristocratic beauty,
transfers his feelings to a childhood sweetheart, realising that it
is with her true happiness liles. The 'Sylvie' theme of the return
to the lost opportunity of adolescence 1s already developed, as 1s
also the hero's ambiguous attitude to his successful rival, at once
another version of himself and a stern father-figure, the usurper of
the younger man's happiness. (This incorporates Nerval's secret
feelings about Dumas and Ida Ferrier).

CHAPTER VI

'Corilla' is a further rearrangement, reverting to the time
when all things were still possible, before the declaration of love
to the actress. The story suggests, without implementing the
suggestion, what Nerval will develop in 'Les Confidences de Nicolas'
ten years later: that the loss of the actress need not have been
tragic 1f he had only fallen in love with her because her roles
reminded him of the village sweetheart. There is a new tendency here
(see also 'La Polygamle est un cas pendable') to postulate that all
women are facets of the one true love, although so far this only
works as a filction of the theatre. Further, if the actress, like the
heroine of 'Un Roman % faire', had died before love had been put to
the test of reality, the way would have been open to a purely trans-
cendental relationship.



PART TWO:

LE REVE ET LA VIE
CHAPTER VII

Nerval did not, as Albérds suggests, undergo a sudden intellectual
change of life in 1841. Nevertheless, whereas until now his works have
represented an imaginative rearrangement of experience which kept within
the bounds of normal human relationships in the real world, after the
vislonary experience Nerval is convinced that his true destiny willl be
played out in the world of spirit, through a series of actions which are
also manifested in the recurrent cycles of history. Two races (corresponding
to a good and a bad self) are in conflict; the good self is recognised and
reunited with his true family, through union with a young girl resembling
his mother. This also works through the delusion of being a noble bastard -
here the conditions of the dream-destiny can be fulfilled without recourse
to the supernatural.

For the dream 1s not an easy escape from realilty. Privileged
stretches of past time may now appear as the incursion of dream into reality
(1842 version of Letter V), and, since the mother also represents death,
it may be necessary to cross into the other world to reach her. But the
sense of 'Polyphile' is that Nerval has compromised his chances of a pure
dream-union with the mother goddess, and the theme of 'Le Roman tragique'
will be the difficult matching of dream to reality: the hero tries to
make his dreams come true by enacting them, taking Nerval's use of the
theatre as a backcloth for fantasy to its loglcal conclusion. He appears
either as a god-like hero or a pathetic lunatic. But in 'La For€t noire'
he will get the best of both worlds, since he is united with his family
both in a mystical paradise and in thils life.

CHAPTERS VIIT AND IX

After 1841 Nerval oscillates between the creation of an image of
his real life and the re-enactment of his dream-destiny. The invention
of a "real" past begins with the ironical portrait of himself as Don Juan
(envied by the other self, the ineffectual dreamer), and continues in the
Middle East. His (retrospective) exploration of the possibility of
establishing a relationship with the slave-girl Zeynab reveals at once hls
longing for a normal happiness and his sense of sexual inadequacy. But
even this image of reallty is secretly influenced by Nerval's otherworldly
longings, so that beneath the dualism there 1s an imaginative unilty.



CHAPTER X

Thus the three levels which one can discern in the 'Woyage en Orient'
- dream (contes), reality (Zeynab) and an intermediate blend (Saléma) -
all conform to the same underlying pattern. One would expect the contes,
a direct transposition of the visionary experience, to give the greatest
freedom, so that the purely mythical hero could achieve the final consumma-
tion through union with the goddess. But it 1s not so. Even here, the
hero's dreams have to be transposed into reality. Thus there 1s a constant
interchange, for, as we have seen, reality in 1ts turn tends to conform to
the conditions of the dream. The intermediate genre reflects Nerval's
position most faithfully, for (like 'Le Roman tragique' and, in its different
way, the 'Lettres & Jemny Colon'), it tries to effect the uneasy compromise
between the two.

CHAPTER XI

After 1848 the strongest impulse is the idea of a return to the
innocence and happiness of childhood by marryilng a village sweetheart. In
the works of 1849-50 this coincides with the fantasy in which the bastard
hero discovers hils noble origins, and with the dream of family reunion.

The hero of 'Le Marquis de Fayolle', like Nerval himself, can only achleve
his ambition through playacting, and the wedding-game he plays with Gabrilelle
is a substitute celebration of the family tle with the lost mother which
both father and son try in vain to renew. In 'Angélique' Nerval establishes
a subtle serles of parallels between personal memories which revive child-
hood feelings, and the story of another historical doppelgdnger (Bucquoy),
which conforms again to the dream-pattern typified by 'La Fo noire’,
though here the hero is replaced by his rival and banished from the family
home.

CHAPTER XIT

In 'Les Confidences' de Nicolas', the most unified vicarious version
of Nerval's imaginary love-life to date, we have a rational synthesis: all
the hero's loves are facets of the village sweetheart. As in 'Le Marquis
de Fayolle' the avowedly maternal figure becomes as cold as death, and only
in the somewhat equlvocal substitute-figures can the hero find at least a
semblance of the warm response he craves. Marguerite is a servant, Zéfire
and Sara are girls of easy virtue. Each love-affair i1s the (unsuccessful)
attempt at re-enactment of the unfulfilled love for the village girl whom
he dared not approach. The final fulfilment is only partial, since Restif
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does not return to her until they are both old - that is when she has become
an amalgam of her young self and the venerable mother of the race. In

other words, the image of a mundane happiness is made, once again, to conform
to the central vislonary experience. But at thils stage, when Nerval feels
that death separates him from the beloved, rather than holding out the promise
of reunion, the dream is adjusted to the circumstances of a possible happiness.

CHAPTER XIIT

The appropriation of Restif is a two-way process. Nerval imposes
his own unity: all the hero's women share the same racial identity, and
each love conforms to the same pattern. Yet the idea of the village girl
as a prototype came from Restif.

CHAPTER XIV

The incursion of dream into reality, present even in ‘'Les
Confidences de Micolas', grows stronger in 1852-53, as Nerval's madness
1s gaining ground. But in proportion as the lure of the dream becomes
more insistent, so the compensatory longing for security and normality
1s felt more deeply. Thus we have an ambiguous dream-figure, at once
fascinating and frilghtening, balanced by a sweet normality. The whole
pattern, present in the autoblographical writings of 1852 in a fragmentary
state, 1s organised into a coherent, self-balancing system in ‘'L'Imagier
de Harlem' (1851) and in 'Sylvie' (1852-53). In the first there is a
reconciliation of opposites. The hero achleves domestlc happlness and
success in this world (in a form which realises the dream of family reunion),
whilst retaining the protection of the ideal woman (the courtesan trans-
figured) who has shed her dangerous aspect. But when Nerval transposes
this into pseudo-autobiography, no final reconciliation is possible. The
hero is left oscillating between the two poles of Nerval's longing. The
creation of a second life culminates here in the beautifully organised
balance of its conflicting elements. But the mode of the might-have-been,
since it entails the expression of desires which are still unsatisfied,
can never achleve a final formulation.

CHAPTER XV

After the unresolved balance of 'Sylvie', Nerval, no doubt under
the influence of tpe happy dreams recorded in Ietter 275, appears to reach
a solution in ‘Aurélia’ by suggesting that the longing for a normal
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happiness was a departure from his true destiny, which is played out in the

dream-world. 'Aurélia' gives a coherent and continuous shape to the dream-
experience, culminating in mystical union with the transfigured Aurélia who
is at once mother, lover and goddess. 'La Pandora' and 'Octavie', intermediate

between 'Sylvie' and 'Aurélia', move towards this solution. But this is a
retrospective construction of Nerval's sanity, and the mysterious sonnets,
with their strongly dualistic structure, give a truer picture of Nerval's
visionary experience. For in his last work he reverts to the search for

the lost childhood happiness. But whereas 'Sylvie' recalled a period in

his life when that happiness might still have been found through an actual
person, 'Promenades et souvenlrs' seeks the ghost of the past among the living
phantoms of the present. The last appearance of the strolling players in
Nerval's work symbolises the simple and tragic fact thai it 1s impossible to
give "to alry nothing/ A local habitation and a name".

CONCLUSION

A summary of the outlines glven above stresses that Nerval's
imaginary 1ife is never an easy escape into the never-never-land of dreams
but rather a composite creation which struggles to accommodate the conflicting
claims of dream and reallty.

l'Shakespeare, 'A Midsummer Night's Dream', Act V, scene i.
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NOTE

For Nerval's principal works, reference is to the
Bibliothdque de la Pléiade 'Oeuvres': vol. I, second editlon, 1955;
vol. II, first edition, 1956. (I refer incidentally to new material

in the third edition of vol. I, 1960) References give simply volume
and page number, thus: "I, 25",

For Nerval's other works, reference is either to original
editions or reprints, or to the currently appearing series: ‘'Oeuvres

complémentaires', published by Minard, referred to as "0.C. I, II,"
etec.

Details of other works referred to will be found in the
Bibliography. Books which are referred to constantly will be
designated simply by author's name and page number (e.g. A. Marie, 25)
if the author is represented by one work only, and by author's name,
short title and page number (e.g. J. Richer, 'Experience et création',

¥7) 1if he is represented by more than one.

In quotations, spelling 1s modermised throughout.
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INTRODUCTION

The Nervalian revival of recent years has, in accordance with the
critical tendencies of our time, gone beyond the biographical approach whose chief
monument is A. Marie's indispensable 'Gérard de Nerval, le podte et 1'homme® (1914).
'Sylvie! is no longer read as thinly disguised autobiography. Instead, the critics ;

of this post-Freudian age have probed the works for their latent meanings. 1

1. However, even a more sophisticated approach like that of Sébillotte (see
below) is still using Nerval's works as documents in an autobiographical case~
history, whilst a recent book by Peyrouzet combines a post-Freudien insistence on
Nerval's mother-fixation with the traditional biographicel treatment (by
postulating new biographical models for the characters in Nerval's works) .
Peyrouzet has made several interesting discoveries about Nerval's relatives (an
important field of study which has hitherto been neglected), including the fact
that Dr. Labrunie's medical thesis painted a lurid picture of the dangers of sexual
excess. The author suggests that whet he sees as Nerval's fascinated aversion to
sex and his corresponding idealisation of women, may date from reading this at an
impressionable age. He traces the search for a mother- substitute in Nerval's
relations with his father, with the family of Joseph Bonaparte (who owned the
estate at Mortefontaine), his "cousin" Sophie-Frangoise Paris de Lamaury (born in
1807), and of course Jenny Colon. The affaire with Sidonie, a Saint-Germain
errand-girl later seduced by a Guards officer 1?), was an attempt, inspired by
Goethe's seduction of Friederike Brion and that of Marguerite in 'Faust', to grow
out of the longing for maternal tenderness. The main objection to the book is
that the imaginative stuff of Nerval's works is more complex than M. Peyrouzet,
treating them virtually as "romens & clé", mekes it appear. And it is a great
pity that he has mingled fact with hypothesis (sometimes extremely tenuous) by
choosing the form of the "vie romancée", Nevertheless, there are valuable
insights., 1In partiocular, M. Peyrouzet stresses the importance of the sister—figure
in Nerval's imaginative lif'e, and key passages from the works are admirably
illuminsted, M. Peyrouzet, whom I did not read until this thesis was virtually
complete, gives interpretations of 'L'Alchimiste', 'Léo Burckart' and 'L'Histoire
du calife Hakem' which at several points coincide with my own).

Some critics, of course, have used Nerval unscrupulously to support
their own theories., André Breton, disregarding Nerval's luecidity as an artist,
invokes his name when meking the famous definition of eutomatic writing
('Manifeste du surréalisme', 1924) whilst Michel Carrouges praises Nerval's
celebration of the communion between man and nature through the union of man and
woman, forgetting that he was preoccupled precisely with the impossibility of this
union ('Les pouvoirs de la femme chez Nerval et Breton', 'Cehiers du Sud', No. 292,

1948) .

For a review of critical approaches, see L, Cellier's chapter, 'La
Montde lumineuse', in 'Nerval, 1'homme et l'oeuvre! (1956) and R. Jean, 'Nerval
par lui-méme' (1964), 11 f£f.



rs

Jean Richer suggests a three-fold classification of critical
approaches, which can be characterised as the Bachelardian, the Jungian and
the Freudian .1

Bachelard himself has not, as far as I know, made a special study
of Nerval, but his approach to the writer's imagination through his imagery
has been widely f‘ollc’wed..2

J.~P. Weber maintains that the theme of ignition in Nerval's work
recaptures an essential emotional experience of childhood3, R. Jean attempts
to assign emotive values to the four elementsl*, whilst Ross Chambers, more
intelligibly, demonstrates the importance of water as a "binding principle"
in 'Sylvie'.5 J+~P. Richard, too, proposes that the deepest meaning of a work
will be found in images whose recurrence reveals their obsessive importance.

Nerval's preooccupation with "profondeur", corresponding to his own
"identité multiforme", reflects a desire to penetrate beneath the lgyers of
appearance to the centre of the labyrinth where the lost paradise of his and

the world's youth may be found. His aim is the reconciliation of opposites,

1. 'Nerval devant la psychanalyse!, 'Cahiers de 1'Association

internationale des Etudes frangaises', June 1955.

2, Bachelard's 'le Terre et les réveries du repos' (Corti, 1948) has an

analysis of a dream in "Aurdélid.

3 'Nerval et les "mains pleines de feux"', 'La Table ronde', March 1959,

4. 'Nerval et les visages de la nature', 'Mercure de France', June 1951,
s

5. "The presence of water in the nouvelle part of its never formulated

but constantly present suggestlon that what is Feally at stake is a conflict
between the forces of life and death at work in the world, still water
suggesting death, and moving water (replaoing fire) acquiring by contrast the
value of life". A "quiet synthesis" is achieved in "remous d'eau
stagnante". ('Water in Sylvie','Modern Lenguage Review!, 1963.)



as in the grotto or the volcano ("profondeur surgie") or in the creative fusion
of the elements, At his best, Richard seems to be taking us to the heart of
Nerval's imagination, but his higher flights may occasion a dizzy sense of
unreality which is not diminished by his use of jargon or his love of paradox.
The analysis of metaphor, as in the work of Georges Poulet, can itself turn
into a metaphor, as though criticism, forgetting that its duty lies in
sober elucidation, were using the literary work as & source of material for
creation at second-hand.

The Jungian approach was formulated by M. Richer himself in 1955:
Nerval draws on archetypal images which are "le bien commun de 1*'humanité®,
This position is restated in 'Nerval, Expérience et oréation' (1963), though
certain formulations now appear to equate the collective uncomscious with

zeitgeist .2 For M, Richer, the dynamic and constantly evolving structures of

1. J.~P. Richard, 'Géogrephie magique de Nerval', in 'Podsie et
profondeur', Editions du seuil, 1955. M. Richard's almost primitive faith in
words can lead to curious results, as when he sgys thet the word "myosotis" is
"l'une des solutions les plus heureuses que Nerval alt jamais trouvées A ses
probldmes"” (86). Cf G. Poulet, 'Sylvie ou la pensée de Nerval'!, 'Cahiers du Sud',
October 1938, reprinted in 'Etudes sur le temps humain', Plon, 1950, and ‘'Nerval
et le cercle onirique' (Cahiers du Sud', Autumn 1955), reprinted in 'les
Métamorphoses du cercle', Plon, 1961.

2. See 'Nerval devant la psychanalyse' (1955) and ‘Expérience et
création', Introduction, passim. See also M. Richer's 'Nervel et ses fantfmes',
'Mercure de France', June 1951, Other crities, too, have seen Nerval's works

as a repository for the myths of the collective unconscious. Thus

R.-M. Albérds can suggest that future generations of crities, if they were
confronted with Nerval's major works in ignorance of their authorship, would take
them for "un cycle légendaire mystique et amoureux, vraisembleblement élaboré par
plusieurs addes du début du XIXe sidcle" ('Nerval et la rencontre napolitaine!,
'Le Figaro littéraire!, 15 January 1955). Such a theory could also account for
the experience of R, Daumal, who reports having hed dreams in which cerbain
details corresponded exactly to those described by Nerval (‘'Nerval le nyctalope',
'Le Grand Jeu', Antumn 1930), See also 0. Nadal, 'Poétique et poésie des
ghimdres!, 'Mercure de France!, November 1955, and P. Schneider, 'Nervel ou le
devoir ds puretd!,'Mercure de France', December 1949.



lerval's imagination are organised around archetypes which he now calls "le
bien commun des hommes du XIXe si2cle européen": Napoleon, Faust, Cain, ILilith,
Prometheus. These however acquire a private value when they are identified
with the types which haunt Nerval's own imagination, so that the collective
myths develop into "mythes personmels". Whatever one's reservations about
the notion of the collective unconscious, one is bound to concur with the
somewhat modified theory put forward by M. Richer in 'Expérience et création':
Nerval adapted to his own ends material which was public property, and in doing
so he sought an outlet for his craving for love and happiness. The invaluable
erudition of M. Richer and of M. Frangois Constans1 has mapped out the complicated
systems of self-identification through which Nervel's longings were projected.
But this erudition has its dangers. It may take us away (to borrow
Poulet's metaphor) from the centre of Nerval's imegination towards the
endlessly receding concentric circles of allusion and self-identification,
dispersing rather than concentrating our understanding of his experience as a
human being. Abstruse marginal glosses lead us awsy from what we, as fellow

human beings, can share, into fascinating areas of uncertaintyz.

1. For the articles of F. Constans (so far uncollected) see Bibliography.

2, See for exgmple M. Richer's 'Nervel dans la nuit du tombeau', 'Mercure
de France', November 1952, or G. Le Breton's 'Gérard de Nerval, podte alchimique!
(*Fontaine!, Summer and October 1945), which find "keys" to 'Les Chimdres®
outside the poems themselves. Alison Fairlie has protested at the almost
impenetrable barrier of expertise which modern criticism has erected between
Nervel and the reader ('An Approach to Nerval', in 'Studies presented to
Professor Mansell Jones', 1961), whilst Albert Gérard has shown that a
setisfying reading of a sonnet like 'El Desdichado' must be made from the inside

and that the poem can be enjoyed without the aid of hermeneuties (*Modern Languege
Review', 1963).,



The most convincing attempt to date at giving an account of the

unifying motivation of Nerval's work is the controversial "psycho-criticism" of

1

Charles Mauron. The theory is developed from that of L. Sébillotte ,

according to which Nerval, sexually impotent with women he loved, was sble to

obtain gratification only with prostitutes and "femmes faciles". Sébillotte

gives two reasons. The first, which Nerval admitted to himself, is that the

beloved is an image of his own mother, so that the relationship becomes

incestuous and therefore guilty. The second, deeper and unacknowledged, is

Nerval's refusal to identify himself with his father, since he imagined the

father's sexual possession of the mother as sadistic and murderous.

Mauron's method is to discover the "personal myth" underlying the

network of obsessive images. At the centre of Nerval's neurosis he places, not

sexual impotence, but the rivalry between father and son. In Nerval's works the

1.

'Le Secret de Gérard de Nervel', Corti, 1948. In an extended review, Mauron
develops Sébillotte's ideas into a theory of his own ('Nerval et la
psychocritique', 'Cehiers du Sud', No. 293, 1949). Mauron criticises the
author for his half-hearted and as it were shamefaced use of Freudian
analysis. He himself adopts it frankly and boldly, later formulating his
views on Nerval more fully in 'Des Métaphores obsédantes su mythe personnel.
Introduction 8 la psychocritique', Corti, 1963, - See also C. Baudouin,
'Gérard de Nerval ou le nouvel Orphée!, 'Psychd!, January 1947.

Go Ferdridre, in an article in 'Gavroche' dated 13 June 1946 ('Nerval et
1'alohimie intérieure'), shows the typical pattern of manic-depression
(eyclothymia) in Nerval's alternation between oreative euphoria and sterile
depression, while N, Rinsler studies Nerval's works as the product of

the psycho-physiological type to which he belonged. But it is noticesble
that Dr. Rinsler's illuminating study draws on Freudian techniques to
account for the content of Nerval's imaginative experience ('Nerval: The
Relationship between his Writings and his Temperament', Ph.D. Thesis,
London 1961.)



recurrent situation is that the father appears in the guise of a military
figure who tries to prevent the hero's union with a woman representing the
mother, just as Dr. Lebrunie, a uniformed stranger, had disrupted the
happiness of his son's early years by taking him sway from the village home
where he had been brought up, and just as he had prevented him from enjoying
the love of his mother. Since Nerval never knew his mother, she is
represented in his imagination by "une esp2ce de n&buleuse féminine" made up
of the women who had surrounded him during his Valois childhood. Ve mgy
suppose that the most important memories were of cousins of his own age
(see I, 49, 155, 352 and Peyrouzet, passim), his mother's sister Eugénie
(see I, 165f, 398), his nurse (Gebrielle, "qui avait pris soin de ma jeunesse":
see I, 396 and the letters of October 1853) and his grandmother (see 'La
Grand'mére, I, 49). An insistent feature of later fantasies and visions is
that the female members of the lost family are all facets of the same identity,
providing an uninterrupted chain between the gen;rations in which the sense of
continuity is more important than the individual links. - It is likely that his
young aunt was associated with his mother, since his image of the dead woman
must have been formed by her sister's reminiscences.

Thus the image of the mother, for Mauron, is not primarily sexual.
Indeed it may take many forms: it mgy be suppressed altogether by the consclous
mind and appear as a symbolic presence, like the image of Saint Rosalia which
presides over his union with the Neapolitan girl "qui ve se donner & Gérard avec

la simplicité maternelle des prostituées"1 ¢ When the father's embargo is

1. Mauron, 'Des Métaphores obsédantes ,..', 78. See the second version
of the fifth 'Lettre A Jenny Colon!,



uppermost, it recedes - the woman becomes a nun, or is possessed by another
man. In this case the hero's sense of abandonment may lead to a suicidel
remorse, or he may, after a confrontation with the father, immolate himself
to the paternal rival. 'Les Chimdres' give us different stages in the
triangle-situation: "mélancolie du fils vainou, & qui 1l'image persécutrice
(= le p2re) a volé son objet d'amour ('El Desdichado'), pridre pour qu'on 1le
lui rende ("Myrtho'), assurance du triomphe ('Horus'), rage de la victime et
désir de revanche ('Antéros'), attente incertaine ('Delfica'), choix de la
communion dans 1'sbime et la mort (‘Artémis')"1. Since the women are
forbidden objects "leur image s'estompe, recule dans une lumidre de réve ou
de théatre, devient portrait ou objet de contemplation, prend un vague aspect
de divinité, évoque la magie, le trouble et bientét le malheur; un halo,
qui pourrait devenir infernal, les entoure"z. Even when the mother becomes
a lover, siding with the son against the father, both incur the latter's
punishment., Only if the father adopts a passive role and allows the son
to take his place can & happy union be consummatedj.

My debt to Mauron will be apparent throughout this thesis. The
more one reads Nerval, the more clearly one sees that his works present a

series of variations on what is essentially the same basic pattern of fantasy.

1. Mauron, 'Des Mdtaphores ...', 76,
2., Meuron, 'Nerval et la psychocritique'.

3. The Saturnin episode in the finel chapter of 'Aurélia‘.



His hero seeks always, through union with a woman who is representative of
the mother, to return to the family life he hed known as a child, to the
paradise of innocence and security. The father-figure, for all the love
and deference which is due to him, is an obstacle to this sacred longing.

Yet Mauron's theory is too schematically Freudian to give a
comprehensive account of the workings of Nerval's imagination. The father-
figure is not simply a projection of Dr. Lebrunie, nor is he only an
impediment., Lé€o Burckart, for example, is at once a father-figure and a
maturer, more successful version of Frantz, the young man whose happiness
he has blocked. And he represents not only Nerval's father, but also the
elder Dumas, the s0lidly established senior collaborator with whom Nerval
aifectionately identifies himself1. There is a recurrent contrast in Nerval's
work between a timid ideslist (himself) and a practical, even hard-headed rival
who does what the idealist can only dream of doing, who possesses what the
idealist impotently longs fors. The biographical basis of this is the situation
I shall describe in Chapter II: Nerval as the odd-man~out striving to
participate in the love-life of his more successful friends. The dreamer is at
a disadvantage, yet at the same time it is subtly established that his

subjective emotions are finer thaen the other man's pragmatism. Thus ia

1. PFor E. Peyrouzet, the eternal triangle in 'Iéo Burckart! is based on
Nerval's feelings about the marriage of his "cousin" Sophie, a childhood
sweetheart, to a men 19 years her senior, The connections are
convineingly established, and it is probsble that for Nerval this was
indeed another example of the typical triangle-situation. Where
Peyrouzet goes wrong, in my opinion, is in suggesting that the literary
work is a transposition of a single biographical experience (which
took place ten years before the play was written). (see Peyrouzet, 228 fr.)



'L'Histoire du calife Hakem! the Caliph is superior to his rival Yousouf
because he is in touch with the other world, yet Yousouf effortlessly wins
the love of Sé&talmulc which Hakem can only imagine. Both are projections
of Nerval himself, so that the story simultaneously affirms the vealidity of
visionary experience and expresses more humdrum wishes for practical
fulfilment. The practical rival thus represents (to return to the case of
Léo Burckart) at once Dr. Lebrume, Dumas and Nerval himself. The literary
character is not a mask for a single biographical "model" but a complex
projection.

The opponent is elways two-sided. 1In his paternal aspect he mgy
be severe and disspproving, like Dr. Labrunie, or benevolent, like Nerval's
beloved great-uncle, Antoine Boucher, who acted as father to him during the
crucial early years1 « In dreams, there is an 0ld man who either presides
over the family paradise or excludes Nerval from it, and in 'La Forét noire'
the father~figure alternates between the protective and the hostile roles.

In the shape of the more experienced rival, he is both hated (because he
possesses what the hero can only dream of possessing) and loved (because the

hero can, through his success, enjoy a vicarious happiness). Later, as

Nerval gets older, the rival will appear as a younger man with whom the hero him~-
self takes up the paternal role, sbdicating his claim to love in favour of the

other, who thus, again, realises his longings et second hand.

1. Peyrouzet maintains that Nerval's "spiritual father", the
formative influence of his early life, was not Antoine
Boucher but the eccentric Freemason Dr. Vassal, father-in-law
of Dr. Labrunie's cousin, Auguste Dublanc.
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The value of Mauron's theory is that it isolates the basiec
pattern of longing and fear of exclusion to which Nerval's imagination
constantly reverts. But although the primary motivation is the desire to
return to the lost paradise of childhood, life provides additional imaginative
materiel, such as Nervael's triangular releationships with his friends and
their wives or mistresses, which at once diversifies and strengthens the
pattern. Further, the pattern does not exist, as it were, ready-made, from
the beginning of Nervel's career as a creative writer. It develops
gradually over the years, showing st first only dimly, in the shadows of the
mind. By 1853 Nerval cen state that he has loved one "eternal feminine",
at once the Mother-Goddess, his own mother and the transfigured person of
Aurélia-Jenny Colon, and that he can be united with her only in death (hurclial),
But in the 'Lettres & Jenny Colon' (1837-38) there are only tenuous hints of
this.1 In the fifth letter he describes how, too timid to approach the
actress, he was reduced to suicidal despair after spending the night with a
Neapolitan woman (perhaps a prostitute) who resembled her. This description
comes three years after the event, and it is only now that he imagines a more
positive version of the experience: he wishes that death would come to him
after a night with Jenny herself, so that the moment of consummation would be
prolonged and purified in eternity. As yet there is only the merest

suggestion that the comfort which death would bring would have a maternal

character.” Then in the first version of 'Aurélia' (1841) we have only the

1, The idea shows momentarily in the twelfth Letter: "Oh! nous sommes
fiancés dans la vie et dans la morti" See below, Chapter IV,
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discreetest of indications that a prostitute seen in a doorway represents
at once death snd his dead mother. It is only in the final version twelve
years later that the idea reaches its full development.

In any case, Jenny Colon is not originally identified with the
mother, In the 1820's and 1830's Nerval's longing to return to the happiness
of his Valois childhood finds expression only very veguely and indirectly:
negatively, in the early poems, and positively in a series of veriations on
Goethe's 'Faust' I, in which the hero marries a simple country girl. Nor does
the figure of the father play an important part in the early works. The
pattern will be strongly fixed only by the visionary experience of 1841. And
in the early period the figure corresponding to the actress is seen as an
alternative to the humble marriage which would reintegrate the lost happiness.
Further, it is only after 1841 that the simple villege girl will appear as the
image of the lost mother. And after 1841 the underlying imaginative structure
will be overlaid by an ostensible conflict between dream and reality, the
actress and the villege girl. Although at the deepest level both correspond
to Nerval'!s dream-longings, yet one will be presented as a will-o'-the-wisp
leading him into the swamps of madness, while the other stands for the normal,
circumscribed happiness which he never ceased to desire1.

Thus if we are to give a picture of the workings of Nervel's
imagination which will have both depth and detail, we shall have to develop

Mauron's synchronic account, postulating a single imeginative pattern

1. See 'Sylvie' (1853). Thus Peyrouzet's book is one-sided because no
reference is made to the dualism of Nerval's concept of woman,
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existing from infancy, into a diachronic narrative1. I shall follow

Mauron in indicating that, as Nervel grows older and the imaginative
patterns deepen, it becomes increasingly clear that all the feminine figures
he creates in his work are images of his lost mother. As a child he was
shown an ailegorical portrait which resembled his mother: "une gravure du
temps, d'aprés Prud'hon ou Fragonard, qu'on appelait la Modestie"2°
This was written at the end of Nerval's life, But already in the 1830's

he is transposing his own longing to play Pygmalion when he describes how the
15-year-old Jacob in 'Le Prince des Sots' is so captivated by the portrait of
his mother thet it secems to come alive before his eyes. Nerval's comment
("une nauvaise gravure, au colld®ge, fait plus réver que la femme ou la fille
du concierge"j) indicates, surely, that the lad's experience was his own,

As so often, the experience finds an indirect expression many years before

it is avowed and formulated. From Goethe's Marguerite onwards, the

recurring figure of a young girl in the costume of an earlier age reflects

1. Cf the excellent thesis of Helen Merz who plots the progressive
dissolving effect of madness through an analysis of Nerval's
style, showing how clarity, gaiety and order give way to a
vision which becomes ever more dynamic, blurred and shifting,
expanding into a limitless emptiness and chaos ('Traum und
Wirklichkeit bei Gérard de Nervael', Doctorel Dissertation,
Z@rich 1929).

2, 'Promenédes et souvenirs', I, 159,

3. 0.C. VI, 24 (my italies).
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Nerval's longing to give life to the imege of his mother1.

The theatre, too, is a place where fantasies are embodied.

From his seat in the stalls, Nerval would have seen Jenny Colon as his own

dresm come true, a subjective image clothed in flesh-and-blood. DPlays like

'Léo Burckart', and by extension the whole of Nerval's work, can be seen as

an attempt to give body to the shepes of his imagination, Even in reel life, a

woman mgy eppear as the embodiment of the ideal beauty of his dream52.

The figures of Nerval's imegination are never flat and static, and

although his heroines belong to the same basic type, yet the type is subject to

variations. Thus his feminine creations are at once predictable and elusive,

3

In the early years a simple village girl appears as the foil to the opulent

"Venetian" type represented by Jenny Colon. Both are only loosely associated,

as yet, with Nerval's longing for a mother: the former because she stands for the

tranquil feminine presences surrounding his early childhood; the latter because

1.

2

3

The Pygmalion theme mgy be taken gs the central image of Nerval's
embodiment of the figures of his fantasy in literary creation. It occurs
explicitly in 'Corilla' (1839, I, 331), and may derive from Hoffmenn - the
mechanical doll in 'Der Sandmann', or the equivoecal portrait of

Venus/Saint Rosalia in 'Die Elixiere des Teufels', which is the ideal

prototype of a series of feminine figures with alternately diebolic and

divine attributes, and of which Nerval translated a short fragment.

The theme also occurs in Nodier's 'La Fée aux miettes'!, by which

Nervel was certainly influenced (see J. Richer, 'Expérience et création', 169),

See Chapter II

Cf Charles Baudouin on "les rondes de jeunes filles": "la figure
féminine s'y dissout d'ailleurs dans la multiplicité et 1'anonymat" ('Gérard
de Nerval ou le nouvel Orphée', 'Psychd', January 1947).
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Nerval links the idea of sexual possession with the motherly image of death.
After 1841 the associations strengthen and the two figures tend to become
interchangeable, since each, in Nerval's final analysis, is a facet of the
mother's identity.

Both the village girl (of whom the most complete realisation is
Sylvie) and the Venetian type are aspects of the "blonde aux yeux noirs"
celebrated in 'Fanteisie' (1832). One is a fair-haired beauty with dark
eyes, like the allegorical portrait of Modesty. The other is black-eyed and
sensual, with luxuriant reddish-blond colouri.ng1 e« In lagter works there is a
variant of the latter in the comfortsble, middle-aged figure of Marguerite
in 'Les Confidences de Nicolas': based no doubt on Nervael's nurse, she is at
once motherly and sensual%. But Marguerite reaponds sexuaslly to Nicolas only
when he is using her as a substitute for the pure young girl. Whenever her
feelings for the hero are specified as being maternal, his response is chaste
and reverential3 o« So, in 'Le Marquis de Fayolle', when the hero meets his
mother (who, like Nerval's, abandoned him as a baby), she is utterly cold and
remote, like a figure on a tomb. The mother's image arouses a warm response

only when it appears, as it were, in disguise.

1. "L'¢rotisme de Nerval postule toujours le feu ... la femme aux
cheveux blonds ou roux, c'est pour Nerval la femme-flamme, la
femme qui brfle et qui peut lui donner son feu" (J.-P. Richard,
'Géographie magique', 44-L5).

2, Cf "la mdre Yvonne", the hero's nourrice in 'Le Marquis de Fayolle'.

3+ See al$o Mme. Parangon in the same work.
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On the other hand, the Venetian type has its purely sensual
aspect. In this case it mgy become semi-bestial: the red hair is replaced
by a woolly fleece1, the opulence thickens into a sort of animal placidity.
Again, the type may appear as a femme fatale, like Pandora, or as a siren
(at once bestial and rqythological) who is both fascinating and frightening.
The siren may take on the icy coldness of the avowed mother-figurez. The
bestialisation of the erotic image is an extension of that strangeness which
Nerval, like Baudelaire, found an indispenseble ingredient of beauty. Hence
his quest for foreign women3 . But what he seeks is not only the stimulus of
novelty. It is also a quest for the family paradise which he feels has been
transplanted to another land or even to another world. The theme of the
transplanted homeland is a key to Nerval's imagination.

His mother, who had left her new-borm baby in order to follow her
husband to the wars, died and was buried in Glogow, in central Europe. Thus

in later years Nerval sees the crossing of the Rhine as an entry into the

other world where she is to be found*. The faeiry of the Rhine, Lorely (another

version of the siren), embodies the call of the mother. And wherever Nerval
goes he will look for secret evidence that the lost childhood paradise has
been reconstituted. In the end all countries are one, just as all races

repeat the identity of the original family. Nerval in Vienna is delighted

1« "La femme mé&rinos" in 'Promenades et souvenirs'e.
2. The Prisian waitresses at The Hague (II, 832-33) .
3. See 'Carnet du Voyage en Orient', II, 706.

4. See especially Letter 311 and the preface to 'Lorély'.
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by the cosmopolitan maid, Kathy, because she represents several nations
at once.

For the most satisfying situation is one in which the different
facets of the ideal mother-figure, whether associated with the actress or
with the Gretchen-figure, are present simultaneously. Thus a young
girl mgy combine the fragile chasteness of the village sweetheart with
something of the buxom warmth end potential sensuality of the nurse-:t‘igure‘| .
Better still - for this fulfills the conditions of the original childhood
memory - two or three generations of the same femily may be present. In

one of the dreams of %“urdli:'; his mother appears to him in the guise of
death, "(une) dame noire", but after the disrupted homeland has been
reconstituted2 she regains her white complexion and her youth, and in another
dream has been transformed into a little g:i.rl3 « In another passage of
'Aurélia' he dreams that he becomes a3 a little boy again and is cherished

by three women, of whom one is appreciably older, whose festures are

interchangesble and who are all mysteriously the same (I, 376-77)1". Thus

1. [Kathy: "des épaules blanches et fermes, ol il y a de la force d'Hercule
et de la faiblesse et du charme de 1'enfant de deux ans" (II, 37).
See also Sara in 'Les Confidences de Nicolas' (II, 1071) and Sylvie(I, 274).
2. A reversal of the usual movement, for here a foreign home is
re-established in France (I, l..215.

3. Cf I, 421 & I, 415. (This will recur in 'La Forét noire'). The
mother's dark complexion is probebly a sign that she is dead, and perhaps
elso that her original purity (which she regains) had been gtained
by marriage, by becoming Lebrunie ("la brunie") or, as Nerval notes,

La Brownia.

L, Later, this is transposed into Nerval's account of his visit to a
Druse village (see II, 322 & Chapter X).
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the most complete expression of Nerval's longing will be the projected
marriage with a cousin who is a younger version of the mother, and its logical
culmination is marriage to a sister, a feminine alter ego. This theme recurs
frequently either directly or in disguised form1. We note that the pure
happiness of this dream is a—sexualz, as in the autobiographical hero's
feelings for Sylvie. And with time, the dream will be adapted to Nerval's
delusions about being a noble bastard: the mother-figure will appear as a
great lady, and the village plgymate will become a young aristocrat - without,
however, losing her hiémeliness and accessibility.

I shall attempt to trace the interplay of complexity and simplicity,
of expansion and contraction. For, whilst the basic pattern of motivation
revealed by Mauron becomes evex more strongly marked as Nerval grows older,
yet at the same time his whole imaginative effort is towards the invention

or discovery of new fictions to provide variations on the recurrent themes.

1. See 'Léo Burckart', when Frantz says to Marguerite; "ma mdre n'est plus,
et je n'al point d'autre soeur que vous" (196); !'L'Histoire du
celife Hokem!; ‘'Solimen', in which the hero's ancestor Cain loses
his sister Alclinia to his brother Abel (again, a ourrent theme - Byronic =
takes on a private signifioance); and "Sylvie, que j'avais vue
grandir, était pour moi comme une soeur” (I, 290).

2. It is true that there is some interchange between the prostitute
and the village girl (see 'Corilla! and Zéfire in 'Les Confidences
de Nicolas'), since both act as accessible substitutes for the
dream-figure, but the effect is generally the purification of the
venal woman.




Mauron, in considering the motivation of Nerval's work, has
answered the question why? I shall be concerned with the question of how
the patterns of imagination gradually take form, develop and interchange,
moving towards the central experience which is formulated in 1841, and
afterwards circling alwgys around it, sifting new ingredients into a series
of variations on the same theme whose final formulation, since it is a theme
of longing, can never be achieved. This will be the history of Nerval's
imagination,

Nerval is using his works, then, to construct a second life1.

His characteristic mood is the conditional might-have-been, his
characteristic genre the pseudo-autobiography of later yearsz. But even
the earlier and apparently objective works of fiction or drama, translation,
adaptation or vulgarisation, are moulded so that they contain the story of
his longings. "L'on arrive pour ainsi dire 2 s'incarner dans le héros de
son imagination, si bien que se vie devienne la vOtre"j. Nerval should
heve added:and your life becowes the hero's,for this is a two-way process
involving both borrowing and lending. As Jean Richer points out,

self-projection is both self-analysis and self-creation: "par le projection

1. He himself applies this term to dreaming: "le R&ve est une seconde
vie" ('Aurélia', I, 363). But it may equally well be applied to
his works, since they incorporate his dreams about his life,

2. I borrow this useful term from Dr. Norma Rinsler. L, Cellier's
remark ebout 'le Voyage en Orient' applies to Nerval's work as a

whole: "il ne cesse de composer un personnage" (Cellier, 'Gérard de
Nervel', 213)

3. Preface to 'Les Filles du feu', I, 174.




sur des &tres imaginaires, Gérard essaie de satisfaire un immense besoin de
tendresse sans cesse dégu, un désir de communion qui ne fut satisfalt,
durant sa vie terrestre, per aucune femme, par aucune relig:i.on“1 .
The material of the works is invariably second-hand. A plagiarism which
seemed blatant even by the laxer standards of Nerval's time2 is his hebitual
method of creation. Thus, as J. Richer says, "les souvenirs de lectures ...
ont méme degré d'intensité et, pour ainsi dire, méme valeur d'expérience
que les souvenirs des événements de la vie" ('Expérience et création', 168).
Much of the material comes from the stock-in-trade of the Romantic
generationB. Nerval is a mind steeped in the climate of his time. At one
level he is consciously selecting fashionable material because he was
determined to become a successful writer, to gain his share of the rapidly
growing market for literature that was being exploited by semi-popular
writers like Hugo, Dumas and Balzac. Hence, for example, his attempts to
vie with Dumas or Hugo, Vigny or Mérimée, in the field of the historical
novelh. But, as Nerval explains to Dumas in the Preface to 'Les Filles
du feu', what he himself seeks in the historical past is a doppelghnger -

a hero who mirrors his own experience, No doubt certain subjects come to

hand because they are common property. In particular, Nerval shared with

1. 'Expérience et création', 21,

2. Jules Janin called Nerval "(un) braconnier sur les terres d'autrui”
(11, 737).

3. I shall indicate in the next chapter the extent to which Nerval's
themes derive from contemporary zeitgeist.

4. None was completed. 'Le Prince des Sots' (0.Ce VI) is a draft, while
'Le Marquis de Fayolle', published serially, was never finished.
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his friend Gautier not only a wide range of subject-matter, but also a whole
set of ideas and assumptions, so thet they were able to write under a common
signature. ‘Yet Gautier's 'Le Capitaine Fracasse', although like Nerval's

'Le Roman tragique' it exploits the theme of strolling players, does so
conventionally and as it were playfully. It has none of the manic urgency of
Nervalls work1. For Nerval the colourful set theme has taken on a deep
private significance: the hero who joins the troupe of strolling players so that .
he mgy enact a subjective love on the stage is a projection of his own

ambition to realise his dreams about Jenny Colon through the medium of the
theatre.

How did Nerval adapt fashionable material so that it became the
imaginative projection of his own experience? The question is immensely
complicated, and to answer it fully one would have to embark on a detailed
study of how each of his sources was handled, It is not enough simply to
indicate what these sources were, for what matters is exactly which elements
were omitted, which were emphasised and sbove all which were added. The
process can most clearly be revealed by a full study of one source: Nervel's
arrangement of the autobiography of Restif de la Bretonnez. What emerges is a
complex system of interchange involving bofh mimesis and self-creation.

Nervel fashions Restif in his own image, but he also fashions himself in the
image of Restif. And it is significant that what one recognises as the
characteristically Nervalien passages are preclsely those he has added or

rewritten. Thus study of the sources confirms that the obsessive patterns

1. J. Richér, noting a certain similarity of structure between 'Le Capitaine
Fracasse' and 'Sylvie'!, concludes that "Geutier a épousé certains réves
de son ami" ('Expérience et création, 216).

2. See Chapter XIII.



which give Nerval's work its internal coherence are projections of his own
mind, that he is creating from borrowed material something which is essentially
his own.1

This is not to say that the invention of a second life is the sole
aim of Nerval's writing. The longing for wealth and reputation, the
desire to emulatk others and to prove himself professionally competent,
the exigencies of journalism and of his own talent - all these, in varying
proportions, would no doubt have constituted the avowed motives for writing.
The image of the self does not conform exclusively to personal needs and
anxieties: it is also intended to appeal to the taste of a public which
expects the writer to be an exhibitionist. The creation of a literary persona
obeys the lgws of public demand as well as of private emotional needs. Nerval
seems always, when writing in the first person, to be acting the pert expected
of him, whether it be that of the dashing young Fritz in Vienna (his version
of Don Juan, that blasé hero of his time), or that of the Romantic traveller
who is less interested in his daguerrotype than in seeking the exotic Orient
beneath the accretions of modern colonialism, On the surface, Nervel is an
admirably skilled entertainer, a journalist fulfilling journalism's

traditional function of giving the public what they want.

1. Cf J.-P. Richard: "Ce thdme du double, si fréquent dans la littérature
romantique, prend ici une valeur spécialement douloureuse en raison des
racines qu'il jette dans l'expérience la plus intime" (‘'Podsie et
profondeur', 60). See also C., Mauron: "Nerval a exploré ses propres
réves, Il y était invité par Hoffmann et le romantisme allemand;
surtout il y était conduit par cette nécessité vitale de descendre
dans sa propre vie intérieure, d'y combattre le Malin et d'en chasser lg
folie" ('Nerval et la psycho-critique!, 'Cshiers du Sud‘, No. 292, 1949) .
For an excellent analysis of the wsy in which personzl emotion combines
with the procedures of an established tradition to produce the literary
work, see G. Gadoffre, 'Ronsard par lui-méme', Eds. du Seuil, 1960, 53frf,



Yet though the immediste motive is not self—-expression1, the
sensitive and alert reading of Nerval to which crities like J.-P. Richard
have accustomed us reveals the essence of his literary enterprise: a profound
self-exploration. 'Le Voyage en Orient! may be written, one one level, to show
the world that he is restored to sanity and competence, but it is also
the vehicle for his most intimate, most insidious longings. The picture of
Nerval as a sophisticated men of letters skilfully turning out a judiciously
Pleasant literary product, whilst containing an element of truth, is misleading.
Even when he is at his most flippant, he touches themes about which he cares
deeply. In a work like 'Le Marquis de Fayolle', although he and Gorges,
his collaborator, are making cepital out of the demand for the popular
historical novel, Nerval's longings are strikingly formulatedz. Indeed,
one can see how his peculiarly close self-identification with the hero tends to
work against the Revolutionary theme which was presumably one of the popular
elements in this work published the year after 1848.

As M, Richer sgys, "le personnel rejoint le collectif"j. The

1. E. Peyrouzet suggests simple compensation as an initial motive for
Nerval's writing {'Nervel inconmu!, 179 ff).

2, M, Richer says of this novel: "de naifs procédds se chargent de
significations secrdtes" ('Expérience', 234).

3. ‘'Expérience et oréation', 647. The point has been made by others:
"tI'Histoire du calife Hakem' est celle de la propre vie de Nervel"
(K. Haedens, 'Nerval ou la Sagesse romantique!, 101){_1Finstinotivement,
dans ce qu'il voit, entend ou 1lit, il choisit, et il choisit toujours
lui-méme® (M.J. Durry, 'Nerval ou le Mythe', 101); "Nerval méme dans
1'oeuvre en apparence la plus objective et la plus étrangdre & lui-méme
('Le Marquis de Fayolle') est smené A déplacer des figures sur
1'échiquier de sa propre expérience ... c'est toujours 2 soi qu'il
fait allusion" (R. Jean, 'Nervel romancier', 'Cshiers du Sud‘,
October 1955).,



imaginstive patterns of Nerval's works are internally, not externally,
determined. They belong, as Valéry says of 'Les Chimdres', "sur les confins
de la fausse mémoire et de la création poétique"1, and the very recurrence of
certain key figures and situstions reveals their private significance.

At the simplest level, this is literature as an extension of day-
dreaming, allowing the imaginary satlisfaction of a longing for love which
reality has failed to meetz. Thus Nerval, a small man who was treated
patronisingly by Marie Pleyelj, casts himself as the heroic Achilles, "trop
beau, trop grand, trop superbe" (I, 178), who is masterful where Nervel was
timid. 'Le Roman tragique' appears in the first place as a fantasy
compensating for a humiliating experience.

But Nerval's works transcend crude fantasy. It is not even gquite
true that he was writing to gratify desires which reality had frustrated.

The evidence is that even in the conduct of real-life relationships, fantasy
encroached on reality. There is a tendency to dreem his life rather than
liye it, to impose a subjective vision on the factsh. The hazy frontier
between his real life and the imaglnery second life does not separate the man

from the writer, is not crossed at the moment he sets pen to paper. Nerval

1. 'Souvenir de Nerval', 'Oeuvres', Bibliothdque de la Pléiade, vol. i, 596,

2. See Freud, 'The Relation of the Poet to Day-dreaming!, 'Collected Papers!,
Hogarth Press, iv.

3. In 1854 Nerval was 1.68 metres (5' 6") tall (see his passport in the
Chantilly collection). Marie Pleyel refers to him as "ce bon petit
Gérard" (lLetter IT bis), while Maxime du Camp cells him "un pebit
homme & demi chauve® ('Souvenirs littdraires', 1882-83, Hachette,

2 vols.). At the age of seventeen, Nervel was clearly conscious of
his lack of inches (see the humourcus autobiographical sketch given
in A. Marie's 'Bibliographie', Introduction, xi).

4. See Chapters II and IV.
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is one of those people in whom the tendency to imagine their actions is stronger
than the ability to plan them according to ob jective observation, for whom the
image of the self is created rather than copied. The image is a complex one,
embracing fears as well as hopes, self-criticism and irony1 as well as self-
aggrendizement and narcissism. And there is after all a strict relation between
fact and fantasy. Nerval is never merely self-indulgent. The heroes he
creates in his own image are never vulgarly successful., In rewriting his life
he remains faithful to its general outlines, in creating his own image he is at
pains not to distort it. And in literary projections of his own gffaire with
Jenny Colon, such as 'Corilla', the tendency is always to revert to the moment
before he declared his love when all things were still possible. Wishful
thinking runs into the censorship of honesty. What might have happened is
limited by what did happen. Thus recreation can never reach a resolution of

the situation. Hopes and desires which failed to find satisfaction persist

in the imagination. The past is endlessly rearranged into situations which never
attain a climax either of success or failure but which, just because they never

settle into a final definitive pattern, obviously prolong irrational hopeaz.

1. The ironical and critical presentation of Romantic aspiration is again, of
course, a commonplace of the time (see Hoffmann, Heine, Gautier, Baudeleire),

2. Thus I cannot endorse Peyrouzet's theory that the story 'La Paysanne de
Montmorency' (1832) is by Merval. Peyrouzet would have us believe that
the tale is a step-by-step correction of reality in which a (hypothetical)
humiliation at the hands of Sidonie turns into a resounding triumph
('Gerard de Nerval inconnmu', 216-227). But Nerval's stories never end, as
'La Paysenne de Montmorency' does, in sexual conquest. J. Richer is surely
nearer the truth about Nerval's creative processes when he writes: "Nous
pouvons nous demender si le caractdre inachevé de toute une partie de
1'oceuvre n'est pas en relation avec 1'inaccomplissement de la passion pour
Jenny Colon., Un paralysant sentiment de frustration se trouvait peut-&tre
3 1'origine de certaines inhibitions oréatrices. Seuls seraient parvenus }
maturation les ouvrages qui offraient valeur de 'compensation!, I3 encore
on reldve bien des aveux implicites: 'Le dénouement vous échappe’, dit Aurdls
au narreteur de Sylvie" ('Expérience et création', 338).
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The notion that Nerval's works represent an imaginary second life,
of course, invites us to compare the image with reality. The difficulty
here is that there is scarcely any reliable biographicael evidence.,
Information about Nerval's actual experience has to be deduced, for the
most part, from literary transpositions of it. We cannot study the process
of how life changes into literature.l This leads to the temptation of
constructing a circular argument in which life is deduced from literature in
order to show how literature derives from life., It will be difficult to
avoid this vicious circle altogether. Two principles, however, will be
observed. Firstly, thet the object of study is Nerval's image of himself
as projected into the works, and not the ways in which that image differs
from the reality., Secondly, that when comparison between the image and
the reality is unavoidable, our picture of Nerval's actual experience shell
be limited to indisputable facts1 and to assumptions that are confirmed both
by the direct evidence of the correspondence end by what can be deduced from
the literary transpositionsz.

In a thesis concerned with the imaginative content of literature
rather than with questions of value, there will be no essential distinction
between the good and the mediocre. Indeed, the patterns of fantasy come
out most clearly in a crude play like 'l'Alchimiste', intended as & money-
spinner, or in a sketch like 'La Forét noire' which represents the raw
material of Nerval's imagination., There is an imaginative unity in the

products of Nerval's mind which extends across the spectrum of literary

1« TFor example that Nervel's affaire with Jenny Colon ended in failure,

2. For example that Nerval's role vis-3-vis Marie Pleyel was that of
humble go-between.

a
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excellence from the pot-boiler to the masterpiece. My concern is to show
this imaginative unity. Thus, while I shall try to retain a perspective

of value, considerations of literary merit will not be of primary importance.
Some apology is therefore necessary at the outset for concentrating on works
which are not worth reading for their own sa.ke1 « Yet I believe this study
will throw light on the intrdicate workings of the imagination, with its

constancies and contradictions, its blend of honesty and wishful thinking,

its trick of giving unavowed expression to secret desires, its ambiguities
and its evasions, which should be of interest to students of literary
creation. For these operations are not peculiar to Nerval. We find

them in any writing of average complexity, and in ourselves.

1. Not all the lesser-known works, however, fall under this heading. The
best chapters of 'les Confidences de Nicolas', for example, have a
deftness of execution in establishing a scene, a sureness in controlling
complex material, which show us (much more than a pot-boiler like
'Le Marquis de Fayolle') the fine novelist Nerval might have been.



CHAPTER ONE

NERVAL AND HIS TIME




CHAPTER I

NERVAL _AND HIS TIME

As I pointed out in the Introduction, Nerval is a mind steeped in the
climate of his time. His literary persona combines personal experience
with elements borrowed from the lives or works of his contemporaries.
'Aurélia', for example, is both a primary autobilographical document and a
tissue of "sources"™.l The "ville mystérieuse" of Part One, chapter v is
based partly on Nerval's memories of the Lebanon (see below, Chapter X)
and of Montmartre (I, 145f), partly on literary texts such as Heine's 'La
Paix', translated by Nerval in 1848, in which there 1s a vision of a
resplendent city inhabited by a serene, white-clad people whose looks of
secret intelligence mark them as a race apart.2 Again, critics are no
doubt correct in supposing that one of the dreams described in 'La Pandora'
is a reminiscence of Nerval's esoteric reading on the subject of the Horned
Goddess,” but it derives also from his actual memory of the "femme
mérinos" at Meaux, with her horn-like tufts of fleecy hair ('Les Nuits
d'octobre'). There is no reason to disbelieve that, as Nerval takes

pleasure in pointing out, the most fantastic feature of this dream-like

1see J. Richer, 'Nerval et les doctrines &sotériques' and 'Expérience et
création', chapter xiii, section 3.

2+ See Richer, 'Expérience', 4TOff for a complete list of possible sources.

3'See F. Constans, 'Nerval et 1l'amour platonique’, 'Mercure de France',
May 1955.
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experience was a verifiable fact.l

The reminiscence of a work of art or literature can take on a
vividness which makes it seem actual. In 1844 the Diorama's spectacular
representation of the Flood prompted him to wonder what the papers would
say if Paris were to share the fate of Enochia (II, 1233). By 1853
the prospect had become a terrifying reality ('Aurélia', Part Two,
chapter V). Nerval'ls imagination forms a single and continuous pattern
from things read and things remembered.2

It is not the purpose of this Chapter to show how Nerval converts his
material. By a detailed study of his use of a single source, the
autoblography of Restif de 1z Bretonne, I shall show later (Chapter X111)
that, as one would have expected, he takes from other men only what is
essentially his own. But for the time being my intention 1is simply to
reveal something of the extent of Nerval's use of the literary themes
popular at the time.

It is impossible, of course, to fix limits to this kind of enquiry.
Although the experienced reader will easily recognise in Nerval's themes
the characteristic flavour of Romantic writing, many go back much further.
We may think we have identifigd the source of the metaphor likening girls

besieged by sultors to towns surrounded by soldiers ('Les Amours de

l'He tells us that the poster advertising her appearance has been deposited
as a pilece of tangible evlidence at the offices of the Journal in which
his article 1s being published. In any ease the fairground style of the
poster 1s surely authentic. ('Les Nuits 4' octobre', I, 127-28).

2‘"Des réminiscences livresques s'emparent par moments de 1'esprit de
1'&crivain. Leur déroulement sur le theftre intérieur de la conscienoe
leur procure une fusion parfalte avec les souvenirs proprement dits"
(J. Richer, 'Notes sur Aurflia', 'Cahiers du Sud', N°. 292,19048).



Vienne'!, II, 61) in the song from Nerval's translation of Goethe's 'Faust',l
until we come across it in Ronsard's 'Rencontre de Gendvre'.®  "La nuit
du tombeau", which in context had seemed an integral part of the verbal
music of 'Les Chiméres', is a set phrase of which examples can be found
in any good dictionary. We may connect 'Vers dorés' with the Pythagorean
doctrines of Lamartine and Hugo until we find that a character in Chaucer
considers it a truism:

"But sooth is seyd, gon sithen many yeres,

That 'feeld hath eyen, and the wode hath eres'",
The famous "portes d'ivoire ou de corne" first occur, of course, in the
'Odyssey'. Behind the Romantic themes are the great literary common-
places.

Having made the above proviso, it is true to say that Nerval's work, if
one conslders only the pure subject-matter, appears as duly, even dully,
representative of his age. Indeed, he can be presented, not as a great
writer who gave an authentic personal resonance to the vogue subJjects of
his day, but as a literary hack peddling fashionable goods. Auriant,
understandably impatient with the excessive reverence accorded to Nerval by

recent critics, has conducted a campaign along these li.nes.)+

Lemri1les entourdes
De murs et de tours;
Flllettes parées
D'attraits et d'atours..." ('Faust', Gibert, 83-85).

2'In thls chapter references will not normally give the page numbers of

specific editionms. The bibliography lists all works mentioned either in
standard editions or in modern reprints.

*'The Knight's Tale', lines 1521f.

e the articles by Auriant and "Mythophilacte" in the 1953 numbers of 'Quo
Vadis'. R. Montel argues that Nerval, since he repeated himself from one
work to another, can have had no powers of invention: 'Eégglllﬁ (sic),
Zpéra-comique d' A. Dumas et Gérard de Nerval', 'Le Thyrse', October 1960,

06-13.

3
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"Braconnier sur les terres d'autrui": Janin's urbane periphrasis
contains a shrewd barb, for Nerval, despite his concern about "la propriété
littéraire", counted plagiarism a normal source of copy. Thus the famous
"inventer, au fond, c'est se ressouvenir" (I, 174-75), ascribed vaguely to
"un moraliste", is a misquotation from Hugo's Preface to 'Cromwell', (1827)l
and M. Richer shows how the pantoum quoted by Hugo in the notes to 'Les
Orientales' provides imagery not only, as M. Gilbert Rouger had polnted out,
for the hermetic sonnet 'Erythréa' but also for a song in 'Le Chariot
d'enfant'.2 Did not Hugo also supply the germ of a famous image in 'El
Desdichado' with Job's line from 'lLes Burgraves': "Ma famille est captive
et ma_tour est tomb&e"? The "soleil noir" of Nerval's poems, if it does
not come from an incorrect memory of Direr's 'Angel of Melancholy', may be a
reminiscence of Heine's 'Le Naufrage' translated in 1848: "dans son doux et

p#le visage, grand et puissant, rayonne son oceil, semblable % un soleil noir",

whilst 'Horus' is partly inspired by 'Les Dieux grecs'.5

l'"Imggiger, dit La Harpe avec son assurance naive, ce n'est au fond que se

ressouvenir" (Hugo's italics). The context, of course, is different,
since Hugo is talking about the neo-classical doctrine of literature as
imitation of famous predecessors.

2.
'Expérience et création', 19Rf.

3 'Les Burgraves', Part IIT, scene il (my italics). Cf "Le Prince
d'Aquitaine % la Tour abolie".

4'See below, p.17.

5"Les Poésies de Henri Heine', 'La Revue des deux mondes', 15 July 1848. cCf
the quatrains of *Horus' with "les hivers ont neigé sur les boucles de ses
cheveux ... il tient ¥ sa main la foudre &teinte" ('les Dieux grecs').
Apart from direct verbal influence, Heine's poem contributes to the formu-
lation of revolt in the first quatrain of 'Antéros': Nerval's "rage"
agalnst "le dieu vainquent'echoes the "sombre coldre" inspired in Heine by
the "nouveaux et tristes dieux". See N. Rinsler, 'Nerval and Heinrich
Heine', 'Revue de littérature comparée', January-March 1959, and G. Rouger,
'Nerval % Cythtre', 'Revue d'histoire littéraire', October-December 1948.



S

21

Lamartine's 'Bonaparte' ('Nouvelles Méditations', 1823) should be added

1 as a source of 'La T8te armée'. Although the

to Nerval's own Juvenilia
line "Un jeune homme, un héros d'un sang pur inondé" refers to the execution
of the duc d'Enghlen, whereas Nerval's refers to the duc de Reichstadt; this

is probably a case of unconsclous reminiscence: "Un jJeune homme inondé des
pleurs de la Victoire". There are several verbal borrowings from Nodier.

As Nerval wrote: "Je crois que 1'imagination humaine n'a rien inventé& qui ne
soit vrai, dans ce monde ou dans les autres" (I, 385) he was surely thinking
of a passage from 'In®s de las Sierras': "1'homme est incapable de rien
inventer ... 1'invention n'est en lui qu'une perception innée des falts réels",
and of the opening sentence of 'La Fée aux miettes', chapter xxvi, when he
warns us, in 'Les Amours de Vienne': "voici oY mon Iliade commence %

tourner % 1'0Odyssé&e" (II, 38).2 Evoking his adolescent loves, Nerval writes
of "une sorte d'amour sans préférence et sams désir" ('Aurélia', I, 375),
echoing the words used by Nodier in 'La Neuvaine de la Chandeleur' to describe
Just this situation: "J'aimails ces belles Jeunes filles sans fidvre, sans
inquiltude et presque sans pr&férence".”?  And when he writes in 'Sylvie':
"bien des coeurs me comprendront" (I, 295), he is discreetly placing himself

in the same sentimental &lite as the author of 'Ia N'euva.ine'.4

1 See Richer, 'Expérience', 80f.

2.
Cf "Si mon Iliade vous a cofté beaucoup d'ennui, monsieur, ne craignez pas
que Je mette votre patience % une nouvelle &preuve par la longue narration
de mon Odyss€e" ('Contes', Garnier, 318).

3"Con*l:es', Garnier, 802.

onreg coeurs qul ressemblent au mien n'auront pas de peine % me comprendre"
('Contes' 821). Cf Letter XLIX for the insincere reaction of a collector
of autograph letters to Nerval's phrase.
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There is also wholesale borrowing of scenes, of anecdotes and indeed
of whole plots. We can safely say that there is a source, even if it has
not been identified yet, for every one of Nerval's works. His eclecticism
embraces George Sand and Shakespeare, Goethe and Henry Hart Milman.
Sometimes there is a compound influence,l but very often borrowing is
direct. The story about the bibliophile who is interested in politics
only insofar as they affect rare books ('Angélique', I, 241) is modelled on
Nodier's 'Le Bibliomane' ('Contes', Garnier, especially 503 and 510),2
whilst Brisacier's fantasy about setting the theatre on fire and carrying off
his beloved through the flames in Nerval's 'Le Roman tragique' (I, 179) is
taken from Nodier's early story 'Une Heure ou la Vision' ('Contes', Garnier,
18). The enchanted castle with its family portraits in Nerval's 'La Forft
noire' is modelled on Nodier's 'Ints de las Sierras' (1837), whilst Nerval
also has in mind the story of Esmeralda in Hugo's 'Notre-Dame de Paris'.”

The secret tribunal in the fifth journ&e of 'Léo Burckart' (published

version) has obvious antecedents in Act 1V, scene iii of Hugo's 'Hernani',4

Lore Marquis de Fayolle' (1849), for example, owes the historical setting
and the basic situation of love cutting across political loyalties to
Balzac's 'Les Chouans' (1829- see Richer, 'Expérience', 236) and at least
one character, the Marquis de la Roudrie, to Chateaubriand's "Mémoires
d'outre-tombe' which was appearing while Nerval was working on the novel
(e.s. Mémoires d'outre-tombe', Book V, chapter xv), though the primary
source remains to be discovered.

2+Nerval states that he heard the story from ®un bibliophile fort connu" in
whom we are clearly intended to recognise Nodier himself.

3'Like the heroine of ‘'lLa For@t noire', Esmeralda belongs to a troupe of
itinerant entertainers ("bohémiens") whose leader is a self-styled Duke

or Count of Egypt. Nerval refers to her in 1844 as an example in fietion
of the "vraies bohémlennes de Paris" (0.C. Vill, 70). J. Richer also

‘poi?ts to the influence of Nodier's 'Jean Sbogar' (1818 - see 'Expérience',
107).

‘Frantz, like Hernani, draws lots to assassinate the man who is his superior
and his rival in love.

i
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and in Goethe's 'Gd8tz von Berlichingen'.l On occasion it is the manner
rather than the content which is borrowed. The blend of lnsouciance
and melancholy in 'Corilla', as J. Gaulmier indicates in passing(105),
comes from Musset's 'Comédies et proverbes', and at least three minor works
are pastiches of Hoffmann - or, more probably, of Egmont's translation,
since they all appear after its publication in 1836: ‘'Soirée d'automme',
'"Portrait du diable' and 'Le Magnétiseur !.2

"Gérard est avant tout non un &érudit mais un journaliste perméable
aux milles influences éparses dans son temps", writes J. Gaulmier.® His

Y om spite of 'Faust', he is hardly an

sources are invariably second-hand.
immovator. Mme de Sta¥l's 'De 1'Allemagne‘' (from which he quotes at length

in his preface to 'Les Podtes allemands') had appeared in 1810, and in any

1.
See Richer, 'Expérience’, 384 and also 96 (influence of Schiller).

2+ 1501r8e d'autome', traditionally attributed to Nerval, is an accomplished
pastiche published in the same year as the four volumes of the Egmont
translation and based on the stories they contain. M. Richer thinks that
the text should be attributed to Gautier, but one at least of his
arguments can be disproved. There is a reference to dining with "la
présidente" - "or c'est Gautier, et non pas Nerval, qui fréquenta chez Mme
Sabatier" ('Notes et documents', 'Revue d'histoire 1littéraire', 1961,
251ff) . But surely the reference is to the wife of one of Hoffmann's civic
dignitaries rather than to Mme Sabatier, and in any case it is clear from an
unpublished letter to Nerval from Ernesta Grisi that Nerval did, in fact,
know Mme Sabatiler (Chantilly, Fonds Iovenjoul, D740, FO.T77-8). The
authorship of 'Soirée d'automne' remains in doubt. I note in passing
that the reading of the text by A. Marie (129) and C. Dedeyan ('Nerval et
1'Allemagne’, Vol. II, 372) is perfunctory.

2+3. Gaulmier, 'Le dernier espoir de Nerval', 'Ies Nouvelles littéraires',
29 May 1958.

‘See N. Rinsler, 'Nérval and Sir Walter Scott's Antlguary', 'Revue de
littérature comparfe', July-September 1960.



case he was not the first translator in the field (0.C. I, 3). His
contribution to the popularisation of Hoffmann comes modestly in the wake
of Toussenel, Lotve-Veimars and Egmont.1 P. Audiat shows that there was
a vogue for magnetism in the 1820's, long before Nerval's interest in the
subject.® It was Sainte-Beuve's 'Tableau ... de la podsie francpise ...
au 16€ Sidtcle' (1828) and not Nerval's anthology (1830), which inaugurated
the Romantic generation's fruitful acquaintance with Ronsard and the P1éiade
poets.A

Certain images which might appear at first sight to be characteristically
Nervalian, are in fact common at the time. We find fantasles about llteral
brainwashing similar to that of 'Les Nuits d'octobre'!, chapter xviii, in
Nodier's 'La Fée aux miettes' ('Contes, Garnier, 254f), Gautier's 'Le Club
des hachichins', ('Contes fantastiques', Corti, 210) and Vieny's 'Stello’
('Oeuvres compldtes', Eds. du Seuil, 288). So, too, the idea that happlness
is to be found, not by running after it but by waiting quietly at home, is
found in Nodier and Gautler as well as Nérva1.4 Musset's occasional plece,
'A Madame sex', dated 1835 ('Poésies nouvelles') refers to the kiss bestowed
by Marguerite of Scotland on Alain Chartier, which may be the inspiration
for the tenth line of 'El Desdichado': "Mon front est rouge encore du
baiser de la Reine", though a more likely source is Hugo's 'Ruy Blas' (1838),
Act IIT, scene iv: Ruy Blas -~ another social outcast - recelves the

consecration of the Queen's love by a kiss on the brow. Nerval's Orientalism

1'See E. Teichman and L. Reynaud.

2..
P. Audiat, 'L'Aurélia de Gérard de Nerval'.
3'Po:Lnted out by J. Richer, 'Expérience!, 40Tf.

4'Nérval, Letter to Janin of November 1843; Nodier, 'Paul ou la
ressemblance', 'Contes', Garnler, 653; Gautier, 'Mademolselle de Maupin',
Garnier, 60. The common source is perhaps La Fontalne, 'Les Deux
Pigeons'!, 'Fables', Book IX, NO. 2.
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is a commonplace of the time, whether we are thinking of the Byronic and
faded Oriental colour of Musset's 'Namouna', of Hugo's 'Orientéles', or

of the Oriental tale as cultivated by Nodier and Gautier. Even aspects
which might have been thought personal to Nerval crop up, sometimes
surprisingly, elsewhere. For Nodler, too, the Orient was a "pays
d'enchantement",l and Enfantin, like Nerval, sought his predestined

bride in the East. The inconsequential narrative in the manner of Sterme,
which seems so perfectly adapted to Nerval's free-ranging fantasy, 1s also
used by Nodler (e.g. 'Le Roi de Boh€me') and Vigny ('Stello'). 'Les Nults
d'octobre' reflects the interest in Parlsian low-1life catered for in the
novels of Balzac, Hugo and Eugtne Sue.

But this 1s only one slde of the plcture., For in fact certain
striking poetic motifs are initiated rather than adopted by Nerval. The
setting of Hugo's poem 'Passé' ('Les Voix intérieures') is incontestably
a reminiscence of 'Fantabie'.> A,Béguin has shown that the image of
"L'orbite vide d'ol rayonne la nuit", borrowed from Nerval's 'Christ aux
oliviers', becomes a stock image in Hugo's work. "Wers dorés' almost
certainly contributed towards the Pythagorean doctrines of the later Hugo
(e.g. 'Ce que dit la bouche d'ombre', in 'Les Contemplations'), whilst

Nerval's "pendu de Cythere" provides the starting-point, not only

l"La Pée aux miettes', Cohtes, Garnier, 187. Cf below, Chapter X.

2Tt 1s true that in Hugo's 'Marion de Lorme', which antedates 'Fantaisie',
the décor of Act IIT is a park with a "maison haute en brigues Y coins
de pierre", but the detalls of the first ten lines of 'Passé' clearly
derive from Nerval's poem.
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for Hugo's 'Cérigo' ('Les Contemplations'), but also for Baudelaire's
'Woyage % Cyth¥re'.l A hemistich from Baudelaire's 'Le Balcon' ("8
douceur! 8 poison!") may have been inspired by Nerval's 'Art@mis' ("0
délice! 8 tourment!"),eand there is no doubt that Baudelaire's 'A une
passante' owes a good deal to 'Une Allée du Luxembourg'. Finally, Nerval
may be said to have originated the modern trend towards poetry in which
incantation and suggestion are more highly valued than clarity or rhetoric.”

The identification of sources is in any case fraught with dangers.
A. Béguin has a timely warning against those "graves exégbtes" who think
they have explained everything by the sources, both biographical and literary,
from which Nerval drew his meterial, and G. Rouger, who has himself made some
most interesting discoveries, admits that source-seeking derives from "une
curiosité au reste assez vaine".® Above all, it is impossible to distinguish
here between giving and taking, to decide whether Nerval is bullding a

tradition or is parasitic on it. Some themes are so prevalent that it 1s

1 See a. Béguin, 'Le Songe de Jean-Paul et Victor Hugo', 'Revue de

littérature comparée', 1934, T703-713; J.-B. Barrdre, 'La Fantaisie de
Victor Hugo', I (1949), 367-T4; G. Rouger, 'Nerval % Cythdre', 'Revue
d'histoire littéradre', October-December 1948. There are also three
possible borrowings from Nerval in Hugo's ‘'Les Misérables' (1862): Valjean's
confrontation in court with his double, when "il crut se voir luimh@mé"

(Part One, Book vii, chapter ix); the deseription of the Parisian -faubourg
as "les limbes" (Part Three, Book i, chapter v) which could be a reminiscence
?f 'Les Nuits d'octobre! (passim); and the momentary confusion between
'vous" and "tu" when Valjean, estranged from his adoptive daughter Cosette,
%i reconciled with her (Part Five, Book ix, chapter v - see below, Chapter

2°If: as MM. Crépet and Blim suppose, Baudelaire's poem was composed in 1856
('Les Fleurs du Mal', &dition critique', Corti, 1942, 357).

3'R.La.lou sees Nerval as liberating poetry from "le Joug de 1'€loquence" ('Vers

une alchimie lyrique', Les Arts et le Livre, 1927), whilst Rémy de Gourmont

had already hailed him as "frdre de Baudelaire, de Verlaine et de Mallarmé"

(edition of 'Les Chimdres et les Cydalises', Mercure de France, 1897.)

4,
See 'Cahiers du Sud', N°. 292, 1948, 395 & 432.
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really misleading to think of Nerval as having borrowed them from one source
rather than another. The most that can be said is that they were "in the
air", and would have been absorbed by any intellectual as naturally and
unconsciously as oxygen. J. Richer shows how "Gé&rard semble puiser dans
un fonds d'idées communes % tout un groupe d‘'écrivains” ('Expérience',
286~88), though his demonstration of the richness and multiplicity of
intellectual exchange could be taken further, for example in the case of

the "nobles et valets™ theme as it occurs in the work of Nerval and Hugo.l
It would be more accurate to talk of interchange than of borrowing.

Even when an image is manifestly borrowed from an identifiable source,
its import may be profoundly modified. Nerval uses La Harpe's banal neo-
classical aphorism to focus his very important and highly personal trans-
cendental theory of memory. And in considering the community of themes
in which Nerval as a writer of the Romantic generation was working, we should
always bear in mind that, when we consider a borrowing in the context of
his work as a whole, it invariably takes on a resonance which is private
rather than merely fashionable. The point need not be reiterated, for it
should emerge constantiy from the review of Nerval's use of Romantic themes
which follows.2

It is tempting to work out the extent of Nerval's debt to individual
writers. With his elders, we frequently find him taking up the posture of

protégé or disciple. Nodier is "un de mes tuteurs littéraires (I,200f).

l'M.Richer is of course correct to say that the lines he quotes from 'Le
Roi s'amuse' (1832) are like a paraphrase of Nerval, but it is only fair
to add that the older writer had already expounded a closely similar theme
in 'Hernani' (1830), Act I, scene 1ii,

2.
?ee L. Cellier, 'Nerval, l'homme et 1'oeuvre', chapter viii; J. Gaulmier,
Nerval et les Filles du Feu', 128ff.
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Janin "m'a mis la plume et le pain % la main" (Letter 85 bis in the third

edition of I). The example of Dumas has made him "un prosateur &nergique

et un conteur facile" (Letter 266). And to Hugo he writes: "mon peu de

feu s'allume % vos autels" (I,70). The influence of Chateaubriand, on the

other hand,1s unimportant, while Lamartine's is felt mainly in the gepre

of the sentimental autobilographical novel. There is a stronger (though

not profound) affinity with Musset; but despite the near-coincidence of

publication of 'Le Christ aux Oliviers' and 'Ie Mont des Oliviers', Nerval

has little in common with Vigny. Of the "tuteurs littéraires", Nodier had

by far the deepest effect. The influence of Hoffmann is more lmportant and

more various than critics have yet demonstrated.l
The extraordinary "camaraderie littéraire™ that existed between

Nerval and Gautler has been shrewdly characterised by M. Richer as a case

of common themes reflected through two very different temperaments

('Expérience’, 169). Not that their styles are interchangeable: the

sumptuous minutiae of Gautier's descriptions are very different from Nerval's

less ostentatious writing, though Nerval's deeper and sometimes harsher

tone can thrlll us as Gautier never'does. But the numerous occasions on

which they sign each other's copy, sometimes even using a common signature,

+Constans deals only with 'Les Elixirs du diable' ('Artémis ou les Fleurs

du désespoir', 'Revue de littérature comparbe', April-June 1934),
D&déyan's review is confined to Nervalls translations, pastiches and
adaptations ('Nerval et 1'Allemagne', II, 352-80), whilst Dubruck is
frankly disappointing('Nérval and the German Heritage', Mouton and Co.,
The Hague, 1965). Yet, as will be clear from the frequent recurrence
of Hoffmann's name in the rest of this chapter, nearly all the central
themes of Nerval's work are traceable in the German writer's 'Tales'.
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shows how sure they were of their community of material.l

Some idea of the extent of common material, in terms of sheer

detail, can be gained from the following list:

Gautier

"Ma. raison était revenue, ou du
moins ce que Jj appelle alnsi, faute
d'autre terme" ('Le Club des
hachichins', 1846)

"Un amour ... qui devalt &tre le
premier et le dernier" (La Morte
amoureuse', 1836)

"Portraits jaunis des belles du
vieux temps" ('Pastel', 1835)

"Comme en un pallmpseste, % travers
d'autres signes,
D'un ancien manuseript ressuscitent

les lignes;

Le roman de 1l'enfance X travers le
present

Reparaft tout entier, - calme, pur,
innocent"

('Le Retour', in 'Premidres
poésies', 1832)

Nerval

"J'ai recouvré ce que 1l'on est
convenu d'appeler raison"
(Letter 86, 1841)

"Car es”-tu Reine, & Toi! la
premi®re ou dernidre?”
('Artémis', 1854)

"Qui n'a dans ses souvenirs de
Jeunesse un portralt de ce genre
% moitié effacé?" (Article on
Heine, 1848)

"Les souvenirs d'enfance se ravivent
quand on a atteint la moitié de 1a
vie. - C'est comme un manuscrit
palimpseste dont on fait reparartre
les liznes par des procédes
chimiques" ('Ang€lique', 1850)

L. *1837-38: joint signature "G.G." for the drama criticism of 'La Presse

(Senelier, N°s. 380 bis-391). 1846:

Gautier writes, and signs, a preface

based on copy supplied by Nerval ('La Turquie' » by Camille Rogler -~ see
Senelier, N°.609 & Richer, ‘Archives nervaliemnnes', N°. 3, 24).  1848:
again, Nerval supplies copy for Gautier's articles on Chenavard's

projected decorations for the Panthéon
The reverse process operates for Nerval

'Archives nervaliemnes', N°. 3).
s articles on Heine, also published

in 1848 go .C. I, 72-2 & Richer, '"Une collaboration Gautier-Gérard',

'"Revue d

histoire 1littéraire' April-June 1955).

A manuscript In Gautier s

hand shows that he produced a substantial part of the copy for the first
article, and this is confirmed when one observes that the passage on Heine's
conception of the ambiguous nature of women 1s echoed in a poem by Gautier,
'Le Sphinx'. 1850-51: Gautier's article on the plans for Pétin's

airship ('La Presse', 4 July, 1850) was followed by Nérval s study of
experiments in aerial navigation ('Les Successeurs d'Icare', II, 1245),

though the latter is far less technical.



"Chaque mont de la chafhe, immense
" cimetdbre,
Cache un corps monstrueux dans son
ventre de pilerre,
Et ses bloes de granit sont des os
de Titan!"

("7'étais monté plus haut", in
'Espana‘, 1845)

"Je me trouvai dans une salle basse
dallée de blanc et noir ... une
figure couchée, que je pris d'abord
pour une statue comme celles qui
dorment les mains jointes, un
levrler aux pieds, dans les
cath&drales gothlques ('La Pipe
d'opium', 1838)

"Pressant sous le satin et les
fourrures le bras potelé de la
Jolie Viennoise" (Katy)

... "une de ces bienheureuses

caves c&lébrées par Hoffmann,

dont les marches sont si usées, si
onctueuses et si glissantes, qu'on
ne peut poser le pied sur la
premi®re sans se trouver tout de
suite au fond ... entre un pot de
bi¥re et une mesure de vin nouveau"
ete. ete. ('Deux acteurs pour un

r81e , July, 1841)

"Tu t'es peint, 6 Direr! dans ta
Mélancolie

ol.l.l.llo..oocc.o.!'.l‘........

Son v8tement, drapé d'une fagon
austere,

Jusqu'au bout de son pied
s'allonge avec mystire

"..l.'l..'.OQ.OO.I'...'.

Ie vieux p§re Océan 1tve sa face
morne,

L0

"Ce roc de Tarascon hébergeait autrefois
Les geants descendus des montagnes de
Foix,
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La neige régne au front de leurs pics
infranchis,
Et ce sont, m'a-t-on dit, les ossements
blanchis
Des anciens monts rongés par la mer du
déluge"
('A Madame Sand', 1853?)

"Un fantBme glissant sans bruit sur
les losanges noirs et blancs ... ...
cette insensibilité de statue" ('Le
Marquis de Fayolle ’ 1849)
"Mme Parangon ... dormait s&vérement
drapee comme une statue de matrone
romaine ... 1' impression d'une figure
aust®re sculptée sur un tombeau
(Les Confidences de Nicolas', 1850)

"Elle m'a permis seulement de lui
toucher le bras un instant ... encore
un trés beau bras parmi toutes sortes
de soleries et de poils de chat ou
fourrures"

... "cette cave fantastique (dHof fmann)
dont les marches &taient si usées,

qu'h peine avait-on le pled sur la
premi®*re, qu'on se sentalt sans le
vouloir tout porté en bas, puls assis

% une table entre un pot de vin vieux
et un pot de vin nouveau" ('Vers
1'0Orient', passages first published
March 1840 and March 1841)

"etu d'une lo ngue robe % plis antiques,
il ressemblait 1'Ange de 1a
Mélancolie, d'Albrecht Durer

"le Soleil noir de l% Mgiancol

sdicnado', 1853)

§11a', 1841 or 1853)
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Et dans le bleu cristal de son NB: Both Nerval and Gautier are
v . profond miroir mistaken: there is no black
Reéfléchit les rayons d'un grand sun in Direr's picture. See
soleil tout noir HolYne Tuzet, 'L'Image du

+ 1
(Melancholia', 1834) soleil noir', 'Revue des

Sciences humaines', October-
December 1957.

"Les danses espagnoles n'existent "Ce: n'est qu'h Paris que 1l'on trouve
qu'¥ Paris" ('Voyage en Espagne' des cafés si orientaux" (Letter 100,
1843) written to Gautier from Constantinople
in 1843)
"Angoul®me ... un faux air "Constance est une petite Constan-
italien" ('Voyage en Espagne', tinople" ('Vers 1'Orient', first
1843) published in 1840).

Gautier and Nerval were professional Jjournalists who shared their
ideas and their copy. 'Mademoiselle de Maupin' (1835) and 'Tiburce ou
la Toison d'or' (1837-39) offer a veritable compendium of Nervalian
themes.l At the same time, these themes are also the stock themes of
the Romantic generation.

Although as a young man Nerval associated himselfihumorously with
the fate of Malfil®tre and Gilbert, poets who died for lack of recognition,
it was in his life rather than in his writing that he contributed to:the
myth of the failed genius.2 Nevertheless, we do find in the work of fle

bon et doux Gérard™ an example of the sombre, doom~-laden Romantic hero.

l'In the former we have the "blonde aux yeux noilrs" at the window of a
"ehfteau de briques et de pierres", the ideal woman for whom the hero seeks
an earthly counterpart, the theme of being in love with love, and a host of
ideas and images which also belong to Nerval (see especlally 'Mademoiselle
de Maupin', Garnier, 54-61). I shall discuss 'Tiburce' later.

2"Ep$tre premidre', quoted by Richer, 'Expérience', 643. Compare Vigny's
herces, Gilbert and Chatterton.

3*Heine, quoted in 0.C. I,91.



Frantz in 'Léo Burckart', is an outcast like Hernani, an orphan like
Didier in 'Marion Delorme', and one of Nerval's recurring themes is that
of the disinherited hero who longs to be restored to his birthright.
Frantz is the hero who has sworn to assassinate the tyrant in the name
of liberty, a man cut off from fulfilment and dedicated to death, like
Musset's Lorenzaccio. According to J. Richer, there are numerous
analogies between 'Lorenzaccio' and 'L&o Burckart' ('Expérience', 412).
Certainly both plays betray their author's longing for the tender love
of a mother or a sister. But Frantz's idealism has not turned sour,
like Lorenzaccio's, nor is his faith in the goodness of things staked on

the outcome of his desperate act. Above all, Frantz is only separated

from Marguerite by circumstance, whereas Lorenzaccio is cut off from human

affection by his own ﬁarped second nature. On the other hand, Lelio in
'L'Alchimiste', the young man who is burning himself out in frantic
pleasure-seeking prior to committing suicide, is modelled on Musset's
Rolla.

An interesting comparative study could be made of the relation
between the 'Lettres & Jenny Colon' to 'L&o Burckart' on the one hand,
and that between Dumas' letters to M&lanie Waldor and 'Antony' (1831)
on the other. Dumas' affaire with Mélanie was not very edifying, and
the letters, especilally the earlier ones, represent a very much inflated
and dramatised image of it. Dumas presents himself as the unbridled
Romantic lover, desperate, sombre and even consumptive. Feverish and
over-written, with their alternation of imperious demand and total self-

abnegation, they have much in common with the 'Lettres & Jenny', though

l'See below, Chapter V11.
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Nerval's letters lack Dumas' exuberant vulgarity. (There is perhaps a
closer affinity with the love-letters written to Pauline Villenoix by
Balzac's Iouis Lambert, which also oscillate between violent emotion and
abject self-sacrifice). At least one passage from Nerval's letters
closely recalls the manuscript of 'Antony', which forms an intermediate
stage between his letters to Mélanie and the final version of the play.l
'"Antony', as Dumas invited his readers to assume,2 is a direct
transposition of the affaire with M&lanie. The feelings of the 1llegiti-
mate Dumas vis-h-vis a respectable married woman swell into an extended
diatribe against social injustice. In the manuscript of 'Antony' there
are textual borrowings from the letters.3 Frantz in 'Léo Burckart' -
and we should remember that the play was written in collaboration with
Dumas - is, like Antony, the sombre Romantic lover, the orphan whose
rival 1s a respected member of soclety. But the play is shaped more
by Nerval than by Dumas. Certain passages bear a striking resemblance
to the 'Lettres % Jenny Colon' and (in the first version) Frantz's hope-
less love for Diane de Waldeck is cast in the image of Nerval's unhappy

affaire.4

l'Dumas: "Ne sais-je pas renfermer la douleur dans mon 8me comme un cadavre

dans un tombeau? Ne sais-je pas sourire, le coeur tout saignant?" (Parigot,
"Le Drame d'Alexandre Dumas', Lé&vy, 1899, 317). Compare Nerval: "Je

vous ai raconté mes angoisses le sourire sur les l¥vres, de peur de vous
effrayer; Je vous ai dit avec calme des choses dont vous n'avez pas frémi

et qui me tenalent tellement au coeur qu'il me semblait que J'en arrachais
des fibres en vous parlant" (I, T24).

2’See the epigraph and dedlcatory verses.
3'See Parigot, 301, Note 2 and 316-17.

4'See below, Chapter V.
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The origin of the basic situation (the hero returns after an absence of
three years to find the woman he loves married to another man) may have
been transferred to 'L&o Burckart' from 'Antony' (Act I, scene vi), but
Nerval clearly applies it to himself, and 1t will recur, with modifications,
in 'Sylvie'. Again, L&o's speech in praise of family life ("la patrie,
c'est la famille"), may derive from 'Antony',lbut it expresses feelings
which Nerval holds dear. Here we can see Nerval participating in and
then continulng the process initiated by Dumas of projecting an emotional
erisis into a work of literature.

This process is, of course, a famillar feature of Romantic literature.

René is Chateaubrland in the gulse of a Saint~Preux or a Werther, the hero
of Nodier's 'Une heure ou la vision' reflects the author's unhappy passion
for Lucile Franque, Joseph Delorme 1s a projection of Sainte-Beuve, Loulse
Colet's lialsons with Musset and Flaubert are transcribed in the auto-
blographical 'Lui'. Above all, there can be no doubt thaet Lamartine's
autobiographical 'Confidences' (including 'Graziella') and his guto-
biographical novel 'Rapha¥l', both published in 1849, were an immediate
formative influence on works like 'Sylvie! and 'Octavie'. Nerval, like
Lamartine, consclously models his own life, or a fictionalised version of

it, on the example of Rousseau.2

Lgr 1120 Burckart', 151 and 'Antony', II, v.

2+ See Nerval's 'Le Marquis de Fayolle' and 'Sylvie'. lamartine's
'Confidences' tells us how, as an adolescent, he fell in love with the
herolnes of books he was reading (Book VI, chapter v), and then, like
Rousseau, transferred his feeling to a real person.



close similarity between Nerval's account of his father's return from the
wars (I, 159) and Musset's sentence: "De temps en temps leurs pbres
ensanglantés apparaissaient, les soulevaient sur leurs poitrines chamarrées
d'or, puis les posaient % terre et remontalent % cheval" ('Confession d'un
enfant du sidcle', chapter 1i).

Nerval himself insists that he i1s a standard product of his generation.
Everybody knew Pandora, he tells us, (I, 351), and everyone was susceptible to
her charm ('Aurélia', I, 364). The Preface to 'Lorely' presents him as only
one of the circle of Marie Pleyel's admirers (II, 742), and the first chapter
of 'Sylvie' attributes the "paradoxe platonique" to his contemporaries in
general (I, 266). Everyone, he implies, has the faded memory of a lost
childhood love in his heart (article on Heine, 0.C. I, 87), and the famous
dictum "la vie d'un pc¥te est celle de tous" (I, 89) means not only that
his private life is public property, but also that his experience 1ls the
Same as that of all men - and indeed it is this sense which is developed by
Hugo in the Preface to 'les Contemplations' (1856) when he takes up the
observation from Nerval, and which is fixed in Baudelaire's "Hypocrite lecteur,
- mon semblable, - mon frére!"™ Thus it is not surprising to find intriguing
Indications that Nerval may have modelled, if not his actual living, at least
the story of his life, on the example of famous contemporaries. George Mead
has defined impersonation as one of the Romantics'® most important discoveriles:
self-creation by imitation is almost Indistinguishable from self-exploration

and, self-discovery.l

1.
Quoted by ILionel Trilling in 'The Pelican Guide to English Literature'
Vol. V, 1957, 121, See also L. Cellier, 'Oh en sont les recherches sur
Gerard de Nerval?', 20.
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In 'Rapha¥l', the hero and his Julle visit Les Charmettes and imagine re-
enacting the love-story of Jean-Jacques and Mme de Warens, whose shades
still linger there.l More precisely, 'Graziella' helped to shape 'Sylvie'
and ‘'Octavie' - not so much in the detail of the girl biting into the orange,2
since Nerval had been the first to note the sight of a glrl eating a lemon,3
as in the general outline: Grazlella is a simple working girl with whose
family the hero lives in all simplicity. He does not desire her: she is
like a comrade or a sister. Returning years later he finds the house in
ruins, and in Book X11, chapter xxvii we find him wishing he had married her
and lived the life of a Neapolitan fisherman. The theme of "1% &tait le
bonheur peut-éjtre" (I, 297) is clearly indicated, and the parallel with
'Sylvie' and 'Octavie' is close. (We notice, though, that Lemartine's
heroine, who achieves maturity through a reading of 'Paul et Virginie' and
the final beatification by dying of love, is much more implausibly Romantic
than Nerval's pert little Sylvie).

Finally, Musset's 'Confession d'un enfant du sidcle' (1836) has a
(comparatively delayed) effect on Nerval's pseudo-autoblographical work:
the first chapter of 'Sylvie' recalls Musset's famous analysis of the sickness

I
of the Post-Napoleonic generation, and, as M. Richer points out, there is a

l'Bu.t I cannot agree with Peyrouzet that Nerval is the likely author of the
anonymous review of 'Raphadl' published in the ‘Revue comique % 1'usage des

gens sérieux': the pontificating, space-wasting style and the reviewer's
complacent boasting about his own sensitivity, are hardly characteristic of

Nerval. See Peyrouzet, 295-98.
2.
See Richer, 'Expérience', 342.
2 ‘Woyage d'Ttalie', I, 428 and 'Delfica', published in 1845.

"'Expérience', 53f.



close similarity between Nerval's account of his father's return from the
wars (I, 159) and Musset's sentence: '"De temps en temps leurs pbres
ensanglantés apparalssaient, les soulevalent sur leurs poitrines chamarrées
d'or, puls les posalent & terre et remontalent % cheval" ('Confession d'un
enfant du si%cle', chapter ii).

Nerval himself inslsts that he is a standard product of his generation.
Everybody knew Pandora, he tells us, (I, 351), and everyone was susceptible to
her charm ('Aurélia', I, 364). The Preface to 'Lorely' presents him as only
one of the circle of Marie Pleyel's admirers (II, 742), and the first chapter
of 'Sylvie' attributes the "paradoxe platonique" to his contemporaries in
general (I, 266). Everyone, he implies, has the faded memory of a lost
childhood love in his heart (article on Heine, 0.C. I, 87), and the famous
dlctum "la vie d'un po¥te est celle de tous" (I, 89) means not only that
hls private life is public property, but also that his experience is the
Same as that of all men - and indeed 1t 1s this sense which is developed by
Hugo in the Preface to 'Les Contemplations' (1856) when he takes up the
observation from Nerval, and which 1s fixed in Baudelaire's "Hypocrite lecteur,
- mon semblable, - mon freére!" Thus it is not surprising to find intriguing
indications that Nerval may have modelled, if not his actual living, at least
the story of his life, on the example of famous contemporaries. George Mead
has defined impersonation as one of the Romantics' most important discoveries:
Sself-creation by imitation is almost indistinguishable from self-exploration

and self-discovery.l

1.
Quoted by Lionel Trilling in "The Pelican Guide to English Literature'
Vol. V, 1957, 121, See also L. Cellier, 'Ol en sont les recherches sur
Gerard de Nerval?', 20.
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Thus N. Rinsler suggests that Nerval's account of the capital influence of
his uncle's library of occultist literature may owe something to Heine's
Memoirs, though one could equally point to Balzac's 'Louls Lambert' as the

source of this idea.l A complex form of mimesis may be the explanation of

the close parallel between the development of Dumas' letters to Mélanie into

'Antony' and that of Nerval's 'Lettres % Jemny Colon' into 'L&€o Burckart',

and Nerval's insistence in the 'Lettres' that he has contributed to the

future career of Jenny (e.g. Letter V1l) may constitute an unconscious

attempt to vie with Dumas who, according to a famous anecdote, received a

warm accolade from Ida Ferrier after having procured her (modest) success

in 'Teresa' (1832), accompanied by the words "vous avez assuré mon avenir'. 2
Impersonation extends also to fictional or historical characters,

whence the search for glamorous doppel er in the historical past. When

Chateaubriand in 'Les Mémoires d'outre-tombe' tells us how, having read the

story of Bassomplerre and "la belle lingdre", he visited the scene and half

hoped to meet thils intriguing person who had died two hundred years before,

we are immediately reminded of Nerval's Prefaces to 'Faust' II and 'Les Filles

du feu' and s host of other passages.3

1 See N. Rinsler, 'Gorard de Nerval and Heinrich Heine', 'Revue de littérature

comparée', January-March 1959. Louis Lambert's vast knowledge, especially
of mystical doctrines, 1s also acquired in his uncle's library.
2'See A. Maurois, 'Les trois Dumas', 116 and A. Craig Bell, ‘'Alexandre Dumas,
a Biography and Study', Cassell, 1950.

3"Les Mémoires d'outre-tombe', Book IV, chapter viil. Sée also Book IV,
chapter ix: "J'®tais trop plein de mes lectures pour ne pas voir partout .
des comtesses de Chateaubriandf des duchesses d'Etampes, des Gabrielle d Estrees,

des La Vallidre, des Montespan'.
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The wish to project oneself into the heroic epochs of the past, beautifully
exemplified in Stendhal's sublimely ridiculous Mathilde de la Mole, no
doubt accounts in part for the vogue of the historlcal drama and novel.
Vigny's Cing-Mars, struggling disdainfully with a power which will inevitably
defeat him, is clearly an image of the author, and we are stronély reminded of
Nerval when Vigny writes of Julian the Apostate: "Si la métempsychose existe,
j'ai &t& cet homme".t
Like Hugo and the rest, Nerval follows the trend set by Scott.2
'La. Main de gloire' and 'Le Prince des Sots' use Hugo's technique of
peopling familiar Parisian scenes with the figures of the past.
Contemporary interest in the ambiguous relation between reallty
and theatrical illusion reflects the same faith in the truth of what is imagined.
Many of the 'Tales' of Hoffmann, for example, are based on the interchange
between the two. In the amusing 'Salvator Rosa' (Egmont translation, Vol.I)
an old man is shown a playlet in which he himself is impersonated. Unable
to bear the sight of himself giving away the hand of his niece to a young
painter, he leaps onto the stage to prevent it while the real niece goes off
with the real painter. In 'La Princesse Brambilla', an actor suffering from
delusions of grandeur and "dualisme chronique"3 is transformed on stage into
the noble prince he dreams he ise Nerval's "j'aime % conduire ma vie comme
un roman" (II, 342) is a well-worn theme, and the image of the tunlc of Nessus

4
occurs frequently to denote the dramatic transformation of man Into mask.

1'1833 - quoted in Vigny, 'Oeuvres compl®tes', Eds. du Seuil, 412,

2'See Richer, ‘Expérience', 103, 556 & 573f.

3 audelaire 'De 1'Essence du rire' (1855). The story was translated by
oussenel in g}O.

Sge a varian} ("la tunique de Néron") in Nerval's own 'Roman tragique', I,
Musset s 'Lorenzacclo , Act ;I sc?ne 1ii and the hero's monologue which
closes Act IV, scene v; and ke
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The hero of Dumas' 'Kean ou Désordre et génie'y like Brisacier in ‘'Le Roman
tragique' (1844), puts all the passion of a real-life love into the acting

of his role. Kzan's playacting suddenly becomes real when he turns towards

the boxes and denounces his rival, and like Brisacier's, his is "une royauté
qu'un bon petit coup de sifflet fait &vanouir" (Act II, scene iv). The

theme appears briefly in Hugo's 'Marion de Lorme' (1831) when Didier, having
escaped from prison (compare Brisacier's situation in 'Le Roman tragique'),
Joins a troupe of strolling players, with Marion, to escape pursuit. At a
mock=~audition she speaks a speech from 'Te Cid' which has some bearing on their
situation (ActIII, scene x). This suggests a very faint link in the mind

of Hugo between the troupe of players and the 1ldea of enacting situations

which run parallel to real life, a link which, as I shall suggest in the Appendix
to Chepter V11, is strongly developed by Nerval. The situation in 'As You
Like Tt', performed by the main characters in Gautier's 'Mademoilselle de
Maupin' (1835) defines the actors' relationships and underlines the novels
central theme of transvestism., Yet here illuslon is a mimer of reality, not

a substitute for it as in 'Le Roman tragique'.

Just as theatrical illusion may merge with reality, so too the Romantics
expleit the uncertainty of the line which divides dreaming from waking
experience. The main formative influence on Nerval here 1s that of Nodier.
There can be no doubt that the author of 'Aur&lia‘' had absorbed the leseon
of 'La Fée aux mlettes' (1832): "mes impressions de la veille et du sommeil
se sont quelquefois confondues, et Je ne me suis jamails fort inquifté de les
démeler, parce que Je ne saurals décider au juste quelles sont les plus

ralsonnables et les meillleures. J'imagine seulement qu't la fin cela revient
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% peu prés au m8me" (Chapter xiv).:L Nerval's analysis of the transition
from waking to sleeping (I, 363) recalls many similar passages by Nodier,
e.g. in 'Smarra' (1821) or 'Lydie' (1839).

He who takes his dreams more seriously than his rational apprehensions
may have access to a higher truth. Nodier's gentle lunatics consistently
embody this view, clearly formulated in 'La Fée aux miettes': "qui emp8che
que cet &tat indéfinissable de 1'esprit, que 1'ignorance appelle folie, ne
le conduise % son tour % la suprfme sagesse par quelqué route inconnue quil
n'est pas encore marquée dans la carte grossidre de vos sciences :I.mpa.rfa.:!.te.'s".2
The dream-world is superior to the world of reality, and Nerval's whole work
could well be placed under the sign of Hugo's famous statement in the 1822
preface to '0Odes et ballades': "Sous le monde r&el, il existe un monde 1déal,
qui se montre resplendissant % 1'oeil de ceux que des méditations graves ont
accountumés % voir dans les choses plus que les choses", or of the line from
'A mes amis L.B. et S.-B.' ('Les Feullles d'autome’, 1831): "L'idfal tombe
en poudre au toucher du réel".’

Hence man's dualism, his central and ambiguous position as the link

Teor Nerval, 'Aurélia', I, 367. See also the beginning of chapter xv of
Nodler's story, and Gautier's 'La Morte amoureuse' (1826) in which dream
and waking 1life are equal equivalents (especlally 'Contes fantastiques',
Corti, 108). J. Richer also points to the influence of Nodier's 'De
quelques phénomdnes du sommeil' (1831 - see 'Expérience', 448).

2'Chapter xxiv (see also 'Une heure ou la vision' and 'Lydie'). Compare
the ending of Balzac's 'Louis Lambert', and see Richer, ‘Expérience’,
chapter xiii, section 3, for further indications.

3ece Baudelaire, 'Le Voyage'. For F, Mauriac, Nerval exemplifies "le péché

mortel du romantisme ... il préfire ce qui n'est pas % ce qui est" ('ILa

vie n'est pas un songe', 'Figaro littérahre', 8 September 1956.
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between mind and matter in the chain of being, becomes a major theme. The
quotation from Nerval's 1828 translation of 'Faust' which he was later to
place at the head of 'La Pandora' (I, 351), is echoed in Nodier's ‘'Jean-
Frangois les bas-bleus' (1832). The narrator wonders "s'il ne serait pas
possible que Jean-Frangois eft deux 8mes, 1'une qui appartenalt au monde grossier
ok nous vivons, et 1l'autre qui s'épurailt dans le subtll espace oh il croyait
pénétrer par la pensbe", Mind/bodlyduslism also plays an important part in
Balzac's mystical scheme of things as outlined in 'Louils Lambert' (1832).
There 1s a whole line of heroes who are at war with themselves. The theme

is treated in Gautier's 'Le Chevalier double' (1840), for example, with an
almost finicking neatness. In Hoffmann's 'Elixiere des Teufels', a capital
influence on N'er'va.l,l the two sides of the hero's personality are projected
into two separate characters, and the theme of "les fr¥res ennemis" 1s a stock
feature of Romantic writing, whether it be in Mérimée's 'Chronlque du régne

de Charles 1X' (1829) or in Hugo's 'Les Burgraves' (1843), where, as in
Hoffmann, the struggle between the good brother and the bad is continued

from one generation to the next, so that the 'Oresteilan' trilogy of Aeschylus
1s transposed into the Romantic mode. All this Nerval will meke his own.

A more subtle variant on the theme of the "frdres ennemis", and one
which holds a central position in Nerval's imaginative scheme, is that of the
two contrasting types, the dreamer and the man of action, such as we find in
Nodier's 'Ins de las Sierras' (1837), or in Musset's 'Namouna' (1833 -

Hassan and Don Juan), 'Idylle' (1839 - Rodolphe and Albert) and 'Les Caprices

1.
See below, Chapter V1l.
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de Mariamne' (1833 - Octave and Coelio). The two are fraternal, but often
find themselves rivals in love. In 'Confession d'un enfant du sidcle’
(18%6) the hero's dualism, his alternation between a cruel irony and a too-
vulnerable idealism, 1s resolved when he abdicates his clalm on Brigitte in
favour of the man who represents his good self. This too we shall find is
a frequent ressort of Nerval's stories.l

The vogue of the historical novel not only reflects the use of the
bast as a source of glamorous dogge;sggger, but also exemplifies what I take
to be one of the central concerns of the Romantic generation: the idea of
a return to the source of 1life, of history, of religion and of art, the "retowr
aux origines". In art, Nerval is only following an established article of
faith when he collects or copies folk-songs and folk-stories. Nodier's
fairy-tales llke 'Trésor des Fives et Fleur des Pois' (1833), in which the
magic 1s glven a familiar country setting, set the tone for Nerval's 'La
Reine des poissons', and the author of ‘'Chansons et 1égendes du Valols'
certainly knew the preamble to Nodier's 'Légende de Soeur Béatrix' (1837),
which extolls the virtues of spontaneous popular story-telling as against
the artificiality of an imported tradition. George Sand and Balzaéeshare
Nerval's predilection for the simple folk-song, and some of the best of
Musset's and Hugo's verse is consciously modelled on it. The hero of Hoffmann's
'Le Majorat' (Egmont translation of 1836, Vol. II)is moved to tears by a simple
folk melody, and we remember the frequency of this situation in Nerval's

later work.

1.
'Hakem' is the most obviously important example here, but there are
many others.

2.
See Richer, 'Expérience', 324 and Note 82, 332.
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One should note, though, that in some respects Nerval's view of
art 1s not typical of his generation. Adoniram in 'L'Histoire de Soliman'
no doubt represents the Romantic image of the artist as demiurge, but Nerval
never publicly associates himself with this image. Nor does he share the
view proclaimed by poets like Lamartine, Vigny, Gautier, Musset and Baudelaire
that genius is purchased at the price of a suffering which consecrates the
artist's immense superiority. Despite an insignificant borrowing from
Gautier's 'Le Club des hachichins' (1846),1 Nerval does not share the interest
in intoxicants reflected by such works as Musset's adaptation of De Quincey
(1828), 'Du hachich et de 1'aliénation mentale' (1845) by Moreau de Tours,
Gautier's 'La Pipe d'opium' (1838) and 'Le Club des hachichins', and Baudelaire's
'Paradls artificiels' (1860). The fact is that for Nerval suffering and
the divine afflatus were too real and too frightening to be paraded, and it
is in a tone almost of apology that he offers his sonnets "composés dans
(un) &tat de réverie super-naturaliste" (I, 182), His adherence to Nodier's
doctrine of "le fantastique sérieux" 1s all the deeper for not being too
openly avowed, and this is perhaps the sense in which we should understand
K. Haedens' remark that Nerval is the only true French Romantic.Z

In the interpretation of history, the millenary fantasies of Nerval's
generation, whilst looking with confldence to the future, at the same time
look back with nostalgia to a lost golden age. Nerval's ironical and
perfunctory comments on the prophets and visionaries of his day (II, 1220 -

1244) are in line with Chateaubriand's strictures on contemporary "political

1.
See IT, 1339, Note 8.

2.
The idea, incidentally, surely derives from A. Béguin's 'L'Ame romantique
et le réve'.
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heresies", and the latter's diagnosis of the decadence of the age coincides
with that of Nerval as well as of Musset.l But for all his scepticism,
Nerval was clearly open to mystlco-socialist visions of Utopila, for at
certain points they meet, and may indeed have helped to form, his private
dream-experience. The idea of steady progress through recurrent cycles of
history, and of archetypal individuals who ensure continuity by reappearing
in successive incarnations informs Nerval's own mystic scheme of things.
Leroux's vision of the orgnanic unity of the human race provides a pertinent
commentary for 'Aurélia', Part One, chapter iv: "Nous sommes non seulement
les fils et la postérité de ceux qui ont déjh vécu, mals au fond et
réellement ces générations antérieures elles-mlmes".>  And Nerval would agree
wilth Lamennails that 'les hommes ... auralent dff ne former qu'une seule grande
famille" (chapter i, 'Le Livre du peuple', 1837). Nerval's feeling for the
Valois reglon as a place where the original purity of anclent ways has been
retained, recalls the opening passage of Vigny's 'Cing-Mars' (1826), which
celebrates the inhabitants of Touraine in terms which are close to those
which Nerval will use later in 'Angélique': "leur langage est le plus pur
frangais ... le berceau de la langue est 1%, prés du berceau de la monarchie".
Nerval's "la vieille Allemagne, notre mere & tous" (II, T43) recalls the

race theories of Michelet: "la France allemande sympathise d'ailleurs avec
1'Allemagne sa mére" ('Tablemu de la France'), and Nerval's "issu, par ma

4
meére, des paysans des premiéres commmes franches, situées au nord de Paris"

ln ’
See 'Les Mémoires d'outre-tombe', Book 44, chapter ii.

2. P
P. Ieroux, 'De 1'humanité' (1840), quoted by D.G. Charlton, ‘Secular Religions

in France, 1815 - 1870, 86. Compare Nerval, I, 372.
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(I, 456) will be paralleled in Michelet's 'Préface % l'histoire de France'
(1869): "moi-m@me enfant de Meuse par ma meére". So too Lamartine sees

" 1 Nerval'ls dream of a

Ttaly as "Source des nations, reine, mbre commune
famlly paradise where he will be restored to a profoundly innocent happiness
is intimately linked with current views.

On a more personal level, Nerval shares with Gautier the fascinating
idea of reliving significant stretches of past time. First formulated in
Nerval's 1840 preface to Goethe's 'Faust' (from which it derives), it is
expressed in Nerval's work by the recurring image of the stopped clock which
begins to work again at the accelerated tempo of the dream.2 Gautier,
literal~minded as ever, tells us of a clock which, it is claimed, will
point eternally to 9.15 (Le Club des hachichins', 1846). 'La Cafetilre’
(18%1), a Hoffmammesque fantasy, contains the faintest suggestion of Nerval's
later preoccupation with the idea of a simulated wedding-ceremony which
resuscitates a vanlshed ancestral happiness. 'Omphale' (1834), too, contalns
a suggestion for 'Sylvie' and one or two details from 'Le Pied de momie' (1840)
will be used later by Nerval, in 'L'Histoire de Soliman'. Finally, Gautier's

'Arria Marcella' (1852) is built round the crucial idea from Nerval's preface

to Faust, and recalls in some respects his 'Isis' of 1845.3

Y14 Perte e 1'Anio', in 'Les Harmonles podtiques et religleuses'. Compare
similar passages by Nerval on Germany, Greece, Egypt and the Lebanon (see
below, Chapter X).

See preface to 'Faust' II, 'Voyage en Orient' (II, 425): 'Le Marquis de
Fayolle', 'L'Imagler de Harlem', 'Sylvie', 'Artémis'.

3'Gautier had paraphrased the passage from the preface to 'Faust' in the
article on Chenavard in 1848 (see J. Richer, 'Archives nervaliennes',

No. 3, 13-14).
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The idea of a primaeval race surviving through history, which, as
I shall show in Chapter V11, is a most important part of Nerval's scheme
of things, is linked with that of peremnial conflict, and Nerval's theories
are similar to the doctrines of Augustin Thierry (following Boulainvilliers)
according to whom, after the conquest of England by the Normans, the Anglo-
Saxon demand for freedom, culminating in the English system of representative
government, causes a continuing rivalry between conquerors and conquered.

The idea of a nation, as it were, within the nation, preserving its
independence of purpose and 1ts separate identity, at once characteristically
serene because they remember a Golden Age, and potentially rebellious
because the Golden Age has been dispelled by the wickedness of a secular
power whose claim to government 1s dublous, is thus simultaneously a
feature of Nerval's most intense perscnal convictions and a commonplace
of contemporary political theory. The dreaming, wish-forming part of
the mind draws its material from what is automatically accepted.

Nerval's self-identification with an opposition race shades off into "Cainism"
the cult of a race of defeated heroes surviving from a legendary or heroic

past, found in Byron, Ballanche, Balzac and Baudelaire, and into the Romantic.

Lorgg Conqu@te de 1'Angleterre par les Normands' (1825). Cf Boulainvilliers'
theory about the conguering Franks and their ascendancy over the defeated
Gallo-Romens as the natural basis for French social and political organisa-
tion ('Histoire de 1'ancien gouvernement de la France'y 1727).
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cult of the idealistic rebel. In particular there are striking similari;cies
between a sonnet like 'Antéros' and Hugo's 'Les Burgraves' (1843). Job represents
the cursed race, criminal yet defiant, whose power is belng usurped by degenerate
descenda.nts.:L The conflict between him and his brother, Barberousse, continues

in the next generation between Otbert and Hatto.

The splendid, forbidden cities of Nervalls 'Histoire de Soliman' recall
the 'Neuvidme vision' of Lamartine's 'La Chute d'un ange' (1838), the descrip-
tion of Sodom and Gomorrha in Hugo's 'Le Feu du ciel', section vii, ('Les
Orientales', 1829) and Leconte de Lisle's Hénokhia in 'Qa¥n' ('Podmes barbares®,
1862).  So too the revolt of Hakem and the potential revolt of Adoniram at
the head of an organised labour force may be linked, in #nspiration, to the
socialist doctrines of Leroux, Fourier, Saint-Simon and Lamennais.>

In terms of the indilvidual and the family, the Romantic quest for the
source of things takes the form of a nostalgla for childhood innocence. For

Nerval as for Lamartine the family is "l'abrégé du monde".3

l'Richer points out that Hugo may have taken the idea for a similar theme in
'Le Roi s'amuse' (1832) from Nerval's poem 'Nobles et valets' ('Expérience',
288). The point is convincing, though it might be mentioned that Hugo had
already expressed simlilar sentiments through the mouth of Don Ruy Gomez in
'Hernant' (18%0), Act I, scene 1iii.

"C'est 1e '1ibdral' Gérard, aussi farouchement hostile aux institutions
monarchiques que Victor Hugo ou Michelet; c'est le contemporain du saint-
simonisme et du socialisme naissant, le futur auteur des Illumins, qui
exprime 1'id8al révolutionnaire et les espoirs messlaniques de sa génération”
- F. Constans, 'Deux enfants du feu', 'Mercure de France', May 1948,

Compare the soclal protest in the novels of Hugo, whether 1t be 'Le Dernier
Jour d'un condarm&' or 'Notre-Dame de Paris' (e.g. Book II, chapter 1iv).

3"Jocel:yn' (1835), 'Neuvidme &poque’.
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In the ‘'Harmonies po&tiques et religieuses' (1830) poems like 'Souvenir
d'enfance! and 'Milly ou la terre natale® celebrate with an almest religlous
veneration the tranquillty and order of home, and 'La Vigne et la maison'
(1857) describes the poet's return, recalling a famous passage in
Chateaubriand's 'Ren&' (1802) which Nerval must have had in mind when he
wrote the ninth chapter of 'Sylvie'. Chateaubriand's 'Mémoires d'outre-
tombe' (1849~50) begins with a review of hils noble antecedents, and we find
that it is not uncommon for writers of the period to claim a nobility which
existed only in their imagination: Balzac and Hugo were examples for Nerval
in this, and in 'Mardoche' Musset makes fun of the Jeune-France hero "(qui)
avalt la pucelle/D'Orléans pour afeule en ligne maternelle",

The nostalgla for childhood 1s also a feature of the Romantic
experience of love, and Baudelalre's famous line "Et le vert paradis des
amours enfantines" finds countless echoes in the writing of the time. ILike
Auguste Brizeux, the Sainte-Beuve of 'Joseph Delorme' (1829) and the 'Conso-
lations' (1830) is a poet of childhood love, and we find here the same half-
remembered phantoms as in Nerval's 'Promenades et souvenirs'. Even the
marriage-game, so integral a part of Nerval's imaginary love-life, appears
elsewhere: in Helne's 'Intermezso',lor, as far as the dressing-up goes, in
Musset's 'Confession d'un enfant du sidcle' (Part IV, chapter vi), which also
Incorporates Musset's favourite theme of the innocent country chlldhood:
"3'avals regard® durent des heures danser en rond des petites filles;

J'&coutals battre mon coeur nalf aux refrains de leurs chansons enfantines"

1'"N’ous avons souvent joud au mari et % la femme" (XXIV, 'Revue des deux
mondes', 15 September 1848). 'Intermezzo' probably played a part in
Precipitating what critics have called Nerval's "retour au Valois" -
See Chapter XI.
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(Part Two, chapter iv). The libertine's longing for a lost purity is
concentrated in these idyllic memories.1 The young man who returns to
the childhood sweetheart with whom he has been brought up provides the
theme for '0On ne badine pas avec l'amour' (1834) and 'Carmosine' (1850).2
And Musset, following Nerval, takes Goethe's Marguerite as the symbol of
the innocent attachments of childhood.-

Some of Hoffmann's stories are even closer to Nerval. His trans-
lation of 'Die Abenteuer des Sylvesterabends' is the first intimation of the
Sylvie-theme (see Chapter III), and the hero of 'Doge et Dogaresse', trans-
lated by Egmont in 1836 (vol. I) has faint memories of a happy childhood.
He remembers a beautiful young girl, and a night of terror from which he
was rescued by the woman who is now his nurse. Eventually he meets the
girl again, their love is instantaneously rekindled, and he discovers that
she 1s the daughter of his adoptive father. All the essential ingredlents
for 'La For€t noitre' are here. The scene in 'Le Magnétiseur', also trens-
lated by Egmont (vol. I[) in which Théobald restores the alienated affection
of his fiancée by making her relive thelr childhood experience under hypnosis
(they are cousins and were brought up together) recalls the tableau vivant of
'La For€t noire’.

More profoundly still, Nerval must have been affected by the opening

pages of Nodler's'Trilby' (1822) and the idyllic picture, in 'La Neuvaine de

1,
See also 'Rolla' and ‘Lorenzaccio', Act IV, scene ix.

20
See especially 'Carmosine' Act I, scene 1i and Act III, scene v. Cf also
"Louison' (1849).

3

"See 'Lucie', in 'Podsies nouvelles'.
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la Chandeleur', of love between adolescents who, having been brought up in
the country, have not yet learnt "la funeste scilence des passions". Nodier
concludes: %e'est cela qui est le bonheur! Je sals le reste, ou % peu
prs; mals c'est cela que Jje voudrals recommencer, si on recommengait.

On ne recommence plus; mals se souvenir, c'est presque recommencer" . -
We note that 'La Neuvaine de la Chandeleur' was published in July and
August 1838, just before Nerval wrote 'L&o Burckart' which, as I shall show
in Chapter V, develops for the first time the theme of the returm to a
childhood love. Above all, J. Richer shows us that the "ronde des Jeunes
filles" in 'Sylvie', chapter 11, 1s modelled on a scene from 'Thérdse Aubert'
(1819).2

The theme of the lost love 1s one of those held in common by Nerval
and Gautier,3 and it must be seen in the context of the Romantlic generation's
recognition that love is an essentially 1llusory, subjective and therefore
solitary experlence. Rousseau and Chateaubriand spend days on end in

absorbed daydreaming about their "fantasques amours".4 Chateaubriand's

l'Compare Chateaubriand's overpowering excitement as he remembers a cruclal
moment in his childhood ('Mmoires d'outre-tombe', Book One, chapter vii),
The theme of the childhood love also appears in 'René’.

2"Expe'az':l.ence", 304 -06.

3'Nerval associates himself with the cult of the "dffunt amour" for La

Cydalise in Gautler's 'Chfteau du souvenir' (1861) when he writes in
'Petits (Gh@teaux de Boh®me' of "ma Cydalise, % moi, perdue, % Jamais
perdue!" (I, 99). '

4,
See Rousseau's 'Confessions', Book IX and 'Mémoires d'outre~tombe’,
Book ITI, chapters x and xi.
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hero René, overflowing with unused feelling, wishes he had "une Eve tirée de
moi-m&me".  Nodier, too, tells of his protracted reveries about delicious

1 The Move-poems" of Lamartine's 'MBditations' (1820) could be

phantoms.
given as epigraph Nerval's "j'al emport& mon amour comme une proie dans la
solitude" (II, 350), and Nerval could have signed this formulation by Coelio
in Musset's 'Les Caprices de Marianne' (1833): "La réalité n'est qu'une
ombre. Appelle imagination ou folie ce qui la‘ divinise".? "Tout devint
passion chez moi", writes Chateaubriand, "en attendant les passions m&mes"
(MEmoires d'outre-tombe', Book III, chapter v). The lover is Pygmalion.3
For the hero of Sainte-Beuve's '"Volupt® ' (1834) the image of love matters
more than the real thing.

Hence the "paradoxe platonique" enunciated in the first chapter of
'Sylvie': ™ue de prds, la femme réelle révoltait notre ingénuité; 11
fallait qu'elle apparftt reine ou déesse, et surtout n'en pas approcher"
(I, 266). A woman's beauty is a functlon of her untouchability, and the
most sublime love is the one whieh camnot be fulfilled. One of the most
common themes is that of the grand passion which is thwarted by fatal

circumstances.* Nodier's Franciscus Columna feels that to look at Polia

closely would be to profane their love, and their union "commengait par le

1*In "M. Cazotte' (18%6) and 'La Neuvaine de la Chandeleur': "mon
imagination commengait % se former, dans la solitude, un type qui ne
ressemblait % aucune femme, et auquel une seule femme devalt compldtement
ressembler".

2.
Act I, scene i. Compare a more frivolous version of the same idea: "Quand
méme on ne ferait que s'imaginer qu'on aime, est-ce que ce n'est pas une
chose charmante?" (Il faut qu'une porte soit ouverte ou ferm&e!, (1845).

"See Rousseau, 'Confession', Book 1X and Hoffmann's 'L'Homme au sable' (cf
Richer, 'Expérience', 268).

‘B.g. Hugo's Hernani or Didler in 'Marion de Lorme' (1831).

3
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veuvage pour aboutir % la possession". Hence Nodier's favourite theme of
the lovers whose union is preserved for a higher existence by being prevented
in this one.l Life becomes a period of waiting during which the postulant
to eternal felicity in the after-life is subjected to trials. The hero of
'La Fée aux miettes' (1832) is condemmed to death and only reprieved after he
has shown himself willing to die for his true love. Similarly in works like
'La Forft noire' or ‘'Hakem' the lover's fidelity unto death is proved by a
near-execution or simulated execution. To be in love is to be in love with
death. The beauty of a Romantic heroine like the Elvire of Lamartine's
'Méditations' or the Julie of ‘Rapha¥l' is at once sickly and angelic. The
ecstasy of love is a foretaste of the soul's swooning abandonment to infinity.
When Nerval writes: "elle m'appartemait bien plus dans sa mort que danssa
vie" (I, 378), he is focussing a widely held belief as well as expressing a
profound personal conviction.

The dualism between soul and body is thus repeated in the relationship of
love. The temptation is to seek a living counterpart to the ideal woman of
one's dreams. Sometimes thls can be accomplished, as when the hero of 'La
Neuvaine de la Chandeleur' meets the fianc&e whom so far he had only seen in a
vision: "mon 1llusion prenait un corps, ma chimtre devenait une réalité",

But the girl dies. Only rarely can the fusion of 1deal and real be achieved,

as for example in 'La Fée aux mlettes', when it is revealed that the wrinkled

L e heure ou la vision' (1806), 'Trilby' (1822), 'Jean-Frangois les bas-
bleus' (1832), 'Baptiste Montauban' {1833), 'Les Fiancés' (1837), 'La
Neuvaine de la Chandeleur' (1838), 'Lydie ou la résurrection' (1839). As
J. Richer points out, 'Aurélia' Part One, chapters ii-iii may have been
inspired by 'Une heure', in which the hero fancies that his dead beloved is
now dwelling in a star ('Expérience’, 451),
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old fairy is the same person as the beautiful princess who visits Michel every
night in dreams (chapter XxV) . This story had a considerable effect on
Nerval, for not only does he make 1t the basis for a retrospective fantasy
about his "double amour" for the actress, in 'Petits Chfteaux de Bohfme',
but it also helps to fix in his imagination the dream of possessing a young
girl who is at the same time the venerable Spirit of the race. Thus when
Sylvie dresses up in her aunt's wedding finery she cries: "Ah! Je vais avoir
1l'air d'une vieille fée", which prompts the reflection: "la fée des légendes
éternellement jeune" (I, 279).1

But the more usual theme is that the real must be sacrificed in favour
of the 1deal. This is the moral of many of the stories by Hoffmann which are
based on the cholce between the artist's ideal inspiration and the humdrum
woman who 1s the cause of 1t.2 Nerval's (?) pastiche of Hoffmann, 'Soirée
d'automme', is based on the opposition between an accessible girl and the ideal
beauty, and that published b& Léon de Wallly in 'La Revue des deux mondes'
('L'Autre chambre', October 1831) has the Hoffmanesque message that since
marriage would have stifled the hero's genius, it is fortunate that he neglects
his flancée for the Princess of his dreams.”

Gautier's story 'Tiburce ou la Toison d'or' has the same message. The
hero might be seen as a composite projection of both Nerval and Gautier, as

the work is based on the visit to Belgium which the two frlends made together

1.
See also stanza xx of Gautler's ‘Albertus', describing the transformation of
an old witch into a beautiful young girl.

E.g. ‘'Aventures de la nuit de la SaintwSylvestre', 'La Cour d'Artus',
'L'Eglise des Jésuites', 'Maftre Martin', 'Les Elixirs du diable'.

‘See E. Teichmamn.

2.

3
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in 1836,l and its theme is obviously related to the novel for which they were
at that time under contract to write in collaboration: 'Confessions

galantes de deux gentilshommes périgourdins'.2 Like the two friends,

Tiburce 1is in love with an ideal of beauty, and goes to Bruésels and Antwerp
in search of a Flemish woman who would reproduce the luxuriant colouring and
opulent countours of the figures in Rubens' paintings. But the 1ldeal existed
only in the imagination of the artist, and Tiburce falls in love, not with a
real woman, but with the Magdelene in Rubens' 'Descent from the Cross' in
Antwerp Cathedral - a figure that Nerval must have had in mind when writing
the part of La Maddelene in 'L'Alchimiste' (1836).> Now, La Maddelena
corresponds in Nerval's imagination to Jenny Colon, who also represents the
"Flemish" 1deal.t Indeed, we shall find many striking similarities of detail
in the feminine portraits which appear in the two friends' works,5 although
Gautier's of course are much more highly visualised. The Flemish 1deal 1is,
at it were, common property.

Tiburce then meets Gretchen, borrowed wholesale from Nerval's translation

of the first part of Goethe's 'Faust'. She i1s a "Rubens woman" scaled down

1 See A. Marie, 125f.

E'In Letter 22, dated September 1836, Nerval says that the book 1s "assez
avancé", but we gather that his own contribution has been slight. May we
not conclude that Gautier, never a man to waste copy, used what he had
written for 'Tiburce'? (cf Richer, 'Expérience et création', 215).

3'See Chapter 1V.

‘He claims later (discrepancles in the names of the painters invoked can be
discounted as the result of artistic licence) to have found the type in Kathy,
the polyglot lady's-maid encountered in Viemna (II, 37).

5’Gautier, like Nerval, frequently states that features such as long,
tapering fingers or an aquiline nose are signs of raclal purity.



to pretty, life-size dimensions. Like Goethe's heroine, she is simple,
commonsensical and undemanding, belonging to a wholesome tradition of domestic
tranquillity and order. In this false resemblance between a statuesque ideal
and an accessible reality we find, surely, the germ of Nerval's 'Corilla'
(1839), and a link with the persistent pattern in Nerval's works which
contrasts a humble village girl with the remote actress or courtesan.l

In Nervalls life, this contrast can be traced, on the one hand, to the
fancy that Jenny Colon represents his and Gautier's ideal and, on the other, to
some childhood sweetheart. It is interesting to note here a simllar contrast
in Gautier's own life: Gautler lived with the warm-hearted Ernesta Grisi, who
bore him two daughters, but it was to her sister Carlotta that he devoted a
life-long love which amounted almost to a cult. Nerval's imaginative patternms,
by the familiar process of mimesis, may be modelled on his friend's actual
situation. Compare Musset's 'La Coupe et les 1%vres' whose hero, following
an evolution similar to the one which Nerval, at least in his imagination, was
to undergo in 1838-39 (see below, Chapter V), having been disillusioned by an
affaire with a courtesan, retwrns to his native village to marry the 31mp1e
girl he left behind.

The theme of the courtesan reformed by love, of course, is a common ona,2
That is te say that an accessible reality may take on something of the colouring
of the ideal. Or again, the standard opposition between the dangerous
courtesan and the sweet 1little girl one marries (Nerval's 'L'Alchimiste') gives
way to the amblguous situatlon in which the young girl resembles the courtesan

(Nerval's 'Corilla').

1.
The theme of the humble accessible love appears also in ‘Mademoiselle de
Maupin' and in 'Fortunio'.

2.
See Hugo's 'Marion de Lorme', 'Gautier's 'La Morte amoureuse' and Nerval's
Piquillo', the latter two both dating from 1836,
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The theme of "ressemblances” which has come to be almost automatically
associated with Nerval, is in fact quite widespread in the first half of the
century. Octave, in Musset's 'Confession d'un enfant du sidcle', takes
home a prostitute who resembles his faithless mistress - she seems to him
the very image of his humiliation (Part I, chapter x). We are reminded of
Nerval in Naples. Vigny's 'Servitude et grandeur militaires' (1835) has an
episode in which Pierrette, a milkmald, is apparently lmpersonated by a

famous actress. Hoffmann's stories are full of pessemblances and géjé-vu

situations. The portralt which comes to 1life, crossing the line between
dream and reality, is also a theme which haunts Hoffmann, as it does Nodier
and Nerval.

The tendency in the end is to reduce all individuals to a single ldeal
identity, so that the Romantic lover searches for a woman, who, like Brigltte
in Musset's 'Confession' will be "ma maftresse, ma mdre et ma soeur".l Like
Chateaubriand's 'René', he may feel thaf the purest and deepest love 1is that
of brother and sister, and we shall see that this will be the logic of
Nerval's dreams also.2 Nervall!s vision of a sort of family identity shared
between the individual members is also found in Lamartine's 'Raphaﬁl', where
we are told that Antonine (Graziella) is like "1'enfance nafve de Julie",
whilst the saintliness which she achieves with maturity makes her resemble the
narrator's mother. In Nodler's 'La Neuvaine' the hero resembles his father
and Cécile her mother, whose portrait the hero sees. Finally, Gautier gives
us a rather mechanical version of Nerval's dream of common features which as

it were fluctuate from face to face.3

1.
Part 1V, chapter iii. Cf Frantz in 'Léo Burckart'.
"See especially 'L'Histoire du calife Hakem'.

3’Compare "Aurdlia', I, 376 (& II, 322) with 'La Pipe d'opium' (1838).
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For Nodier and Lamartine as well as for Nerval, the ideal woman belongs
to the hierarchy of angels and love 1s a facet of religion. Yet for Nerval's
generation, faith does not come easily: "Aurélia reste un document
irrécusable sur le vide creusé dans les fmes religleuses de 1'fge romantique
par le philosophisme du sidcle préctdent"”.l Nerval's 'Christ aux Oliviers',
like Vigny's 'Mont des Oliviers' or Musset's 'Rolla', presents the desolatlon
of a world abandoned by god.2 But Nerval never reached the facile solution
of Musset's 'L'Espoir en Dieu'.” As D.G. Charlton shows, his ideas reflect
the occult or neo-pagan beliefs current during the per'iod.'1+ Nerval would
have endorsed Cousin's statement that "1'Orient est le berceau de la
civilisation et de la philosophie".

Even the celebrated Nervalian syneretism is common among his
contemporaries. Vigny's 'Daphné' was not published in his lifetime, but one
wonders whether Nerval knew of it, at any rate at second hand, since it could
have inspired 'Delfica’ and the article on 'Le Boeuf gras', both written in
1845. Nerval would have agreed with Balzac that "1'homme n'a jamals eu
qu'une religion" (Louis Lambert, 1822-35) whilst the passage on "l'universelle
Passion de tant de dieux" in Michelet's 'Preface % 1'Histoire de France' (1869)

might be directly inspired by Nerval's 'Isis'. The cell of Claude Frollo in

l'F Constans, 'Sophie, Aurélia, Artdémis', 'Mercure de France', June 1951.

2 as M. Richer points out (' Experience , 628 and Note 56), Nerval quotes the
famous line from ‘Rolla', "Qui de nous, qui de nous va devenir un dieu?"

3

*"Pour que Dieu nous réponde, adressons-nous % lui" - which is followed,
incidentally, by a phrase which sounds like an echo of the epigraph of 'lLe
Christ aux Oliviers': "Si le ciel est désert...": cf "Dieu est mort! 1le
clel est vide" (I, 36)

"D.G. Charlton, 'Secular Religlons in France 1815-1870', 0.U.P. 1963. See
J. Richer, 'Nerval et les doctrines &sotériques'.



68

Hugo's 'Notre-Dame de Paris', with its tangle of inscriptions from every
tongue and every faith (Book V1l, chapter iv) is like a symbol of Nerval's
religious eclecticism, though it may be inspired by the Gothic laboratory
of 'Faust' which Nerval recreated in the clinic at Passy ('Aurélia', I,
409). Nerval must have approved of Nodier's 'Trilby' with its message
that the gods of pre~Christian religions have as much right to our love
and veneration as those who have superseded them, and of Leroux's notion
that Christianity is only a facet of the truth, a link in the chain of

tradition.



PART ONE

LITERATURE AS A SECOND LIFE
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CHAPTER II

A FANTASY LIFE

There is little reliable evidence about Nerval's love-life, since
both his own "autobiographical®™ works and his friends' memoirs are more
fenciful than factusl. "Inventer, au fond, c'est se ressouvenir", he
wrote in 1853 (I, 174=75) - but the inverse is also true: "se ressouvenir,
c'est inventer". As for the memoirs of littérateurs like Houssaye, they
are no more than a tissue of anecdote whose object is not to inform, dbut
to entertain the simple-minded. To study them would be an exercise in
the correlation of conflicting statements, for which Jean Richer's
promised 'Nervel devant ses contemporeins' will no doubt provide a useful
basis1 . In the meanwhile, one can get a good idea from A. Marie's
summary of what the principal memoir-writers have to say about Nerval's
affaire with Jenny Colon. This evidence is, as Sébillotte says, "a peu
prés inutilisable®?,

If one turns to Nerval's Correspondence, it scon becomes apparent
that there was no "women in his 1ife", Of the 503 letters we possess,

only 16 are from or to womn.3 Thezé are no love-letters ~ the Pléiade

1'A.unounced in 'Nouvelles littéraires', 29 May 1958 and by Senelier, n?2,315.
M, Richer remarks judiciously: "Il y aureit ... lieu d'affecter chaque
témoignage d'un coefficient variant suivant la faculté de compréhension
ou le don de sympathie du témoin" ('Expérience et ordation', 646),

25, Marie, 118-124; Sébillotte, 81.

3'0? these, 5 are to or from his aunts, 1 to Gautier's mother, 3 to a lady

novelist with whom he was desultorily collaboreting, 1 to George Sand, 2
to Mme. de Solms, and the rest to or from wives or mistresses of friends.
(Reference is to the second edition of I).
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editors are right in publishing the 'Lettres & Jemny Colon' apart from the
main Correspondence, since the manuscripts we possess were clearly never
sent (I shall discuss these in Chapter IV).

This is, of course, negative evidence, The possibility remains that
Nerval did write love~letters which we do not possess. But it is
ineredible that, if this were so, no echo of the affaire should have come
down to us. Again, it is possible that Nerval had a mistress whom,
either from shame or indifference, he never mentioned in letters to his
friends. Yet here too, would not the memoir-writers, avid for gossip,
have given us at least a hint? 1In any case, such a liaison could hardly
constitute a satisfying relationship. Nerval's frequent changes of
address point also to the fact that there was no stabilising influence in
his 1ife.’

There were, no doubt, casual sexual encounters. There is no reason
to disbelieve Nerval's account of the night spent with a Neapolitan

2

working-girl. In his correspondence with Gautier it seems to be under-

stood that easy sexual conguests are one of the ordinary acoomplishments

3

of the sophisticated traveller, True, it is Gautier, that master of

1‘Behind this point lies the whole difficulty of trying to reconstruct a

man's life from what remains of his correspondence etc. (clearly many,
perhaps most, letters are lost or thrown away). Some,like Sartre's
Roquentin, may find the task impossible to reconcile with l'mnesty.
Fo t e are not conce with Nexrval's bi

2. wiﬁmﬁae]iyn’aggagv’o Tesponse b0 experionoer ography , bi
See the f4fth 'Lettre & Jenny Colon’'.

B‘See Letters 102 & XI; compare Letters 96 & 97; see alsc Letters 100 &
II, and the letter from Gautier guoted in the Notes to Letter 21, A
passage in Letter VII, from Frencis Wey, suggests that Nerval was party
to his friends' purely sexual pursuits,
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sexual fantasy, who sets the pace, whilast Nerval's contributions have a
rather dutiful air. But the convincing description, in 'Les Amours de
Vienne'!, of the autobiographical herc's success in accosting women,
indicates that Nerval was not unpractised in this art.

However, the available evidence suggests that if Nerval did have
recourse to "easy women", it was in order to use them as instruments of
fantasy. In the original text of the fifth 'Lettre & Jenny Colon' he
says simply that he was attraected by the Neapoclitan girl because she
resembled the actresa1 » but in the later veraion we have a more explicit
admission: "il me prit fantaisie de m'&tourdir pour tout un soir, et de
m'imaginer que cette femme, dont je comprenais & peine le langage, était
vous-mdme, descendue & moi par enchantement!"™ (I, 1259), The cheap con-
quest is used as a substitute for the woman of whom he is always dreaming,
but whom he dare not approach, We shall see later how, in the two
versions of 'Aurélia‘', a prostitute reminds him, first of his mother, and
later of Aurélia herself2 « In Nerval's literary transposition of the
Neapolitan adventure, 'Corilla', he uses a story about the Colombe sisters,
of whom one was a singer at the opére-comique (like Jenny Colon), whilst
the other, who resembled her exactly, was apparently a prostitute "qui

faisait la parade sur les 'boulevarda"3 .

Temng hollowness of pleasure without love left him in a state of suicidal
melancholy., The theme of love and death will arise later.

2.
That is, of the dream-figure based on Jemny Colon, Here too the
experience gives rise to a longing for death.

3'Let‘l:er 300. Note that, but for the final syllable, Colom(be) = Colon,
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The prostitute, then, could act as a substitute for the most revered
figures of Nerval's dreams. She can also stand for the village sweet-
heart, The flower-girl in 'Corilla' is both the easy woman and "la fleur
sauvage des champs" (I, 344). P. Constans tells us that in a variant
version of 'Sylvie', the village sweetheart "tombait au reng de fille
erd:ret:enue"1 . In his adaptation of the autobiography of Restif, Nerval
emphasises and develops the point that Zéfire, a young prostitute, pre-
tends to be the hero's country cousin: "™une fée bienfaisante ... montalt
3 lui de 1'abime"®. It may be that 'Artémis’, in exalting "la sainte de
1'abime", celebrates the Great Prostitute at the expense of the "fantlmes
blancs" who are perhaps the transfigured forms of the pure young
'Cydalises! to whom an earlier poem is a.ddressed3 . - It is probable then
that for Nerval the sexual act celebrated the possession by proxy of the
ideal images of his imagination. The evidence suggests that this
involves the idealisation of the prostitute rather than the degradation of
the ideal. As in Gen8t's 'Le Balcon', the brothel becomes a house of
illusion. The act of love is always a simulacrum, a mock-union with a
person who stands for someone else. Some of the implications of this
will be explored when we come to Nerval's relations with Jenny Colon
(Chapter IV),

Similarly, a woman with whom Nerval was simply aoquainted can become
the centre of a system of fantasy. The notorious Mme de Solms is called

'+13ur 1a pelouse de Mortefontaine', 'Cahiers du Sud', NO 292, 1948.
2+ See below, p. 296 and Note 1.
3. 'Les Cydalises' (1852), I, 56.
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upon to play the part of Lady Bountiful that Nerval has invented for her.
"La Princesse Brouhaha®, as she was later to be called, is transformed
into "une fée ‘t:i.enf‘er.i.aante"1 . We remember that the same phrase had been
applied, two years earlier, to Zéfire, the prostitute who was metamor-
phosed by her charitable heart into a facsimile of the pure village sweet-
heart, Literature is shaping life, just as life had shaped literature,

Nothing is known of the relations betwsen the forty-four-year-old
Nerval and this notorious person who was young enough to be his daughter.
From the two letters and the two poems, we deduce that she was kind to him
in a period of distress, but that he deliberately exhauated her good-will,
The poem 'Madame et souveraine' refers to some private agreement between
them according to which he is to send her a packet of manuscripts and
letters. These presumably included the precious letters to his father,
or copies thereof, which Mme de Solms was later to publiahz. As in
oertain of the 'Lettres & Jemny Colon', Nerval is sacrificing himself to
the woman's happiness, in a spirit of total self-abnegation, But here
the mood is one of real despair, Utterly disillusiocned and dejected, he
brepares himself for death.

But this withdrawal from the real relationship is balanced by the

invention of an imaginary one. As in the 'Lettres & Jemny Colon', he

1.
See Lotters 222 & 223 & Notes. The two poems included in the first
letter are given in I, 72-73.

2'This is probably the answer to J. Richer's question: "comment 1'en-
semble des lettres de G4rard 3 son pdre tomba-t-il entre ses mains?"
('Expérience et oréation', 93).



7L

quotes from 'Le Mariage de Figa.ro'1 . ‘'Madame et souveraine' is the
romance sung by Chérubin to the Countess in Act II, and evidently contains
the answer to the enigma mentioned in the covering letter., Is Nerval
saying that as Chérubin is to the Countess, so he is to Mme de Solms? If
80, it is curious to find this inversion of the situation in the play, and
to see the middle-aged man identifying himself with an adolescenta. Yet
there are parallels., Chérubin, like Nerval, is being sent away from the
lady he loves hopelessly despite their difference in renk., (But whereas
Chérubin is destined for a career in the army, Nerval's destination is
death). Nerval, like Chérubin, worships this lady whose love he feels
too inadequate to win, The enigma may be a typical play on words: Nerval
calls Mme de Solms "une reine" (Letter 223), whilst Chérubin sings of "une
reine" who agrees to replace the "marraine” (i.e. "ma reine") he has lost.
Does this mean that for Nerval, Mme de Solms is a replacement for the
Queen of his dreams, the dead Jemny Colon? When Chérubin receives a kiss
on the brow from the Countess (Act IV), we are reminded of "Mon front est
rouge encore du baiser de la lIJa:l.ne"3 « Purther, since Mme de Solms was the
grand-daughter of Napoleon's brother Lucien, and since Nerval himself had
the delusion that he was the son of another brother, Jouph‘", we may

suppose that he fancied himself related to her, just as the Countess is

1.
See Letter VI to Jenny (a misquotation)., Pointed out by J. Richer,
0.C. I, 214 & 217, Note 9.

2,
Yet he has done so before: of. the scene from 'Le Prince des Sots!
quoted below, p. 171.

3.
'El Desdichado’, I, 33.
"8ee below, p. 169 and Note 2.
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related to Chérubin (Act I, scene x)1. Thus the withdrawal occasioned by
the thought that she is far beyond him, is compensated by the fancy that

at a deeper level they belong to the same family., Hence, he entrusts her
with his letters to Dr. Labrunie, Mme de Solms is a Queen to whom in his

de jection he may not aspire. But she is also at the same time a niece

and a protective mother-figure, By a combination of private fantasy and
self-identification with a fictional character, we can see how Nerval
oreated a whole imaginary system around the unlikely person of Mme de
Solms. And the system, as we shall see later, is the very substance of
Nerval's dreens.

So it is, almost a year later, with George Sand. Nerval's letter of
22 November 1853 has now been found and published, with a full commentary,
%y M. Richer®. Like Mme de Solms, George Sand is obviously associated
in Nerval's mind with beautiful fragments of poetry which are haunting him,
She too is a Queen, and M. Richer shows how the network of associations,
some historical, others comnected with private anniversaries (and in
particular with Nerval's memory of his mother which was olearly very much
in bis mind at the time’ ), is built up. The original purpose of the
letter was to enlist the help of G. Sand's son Maurice, and we remember

that in an earlier attack of medness Nerval had stated that he wished to

! ‘Purther parallels exist between Nerval's imaginary system and 'Le
¥ariage de Figaro': Chérubin treats Susanne as an accessible substitute
for the Countess (II, i - see also the exchange of clothes in the last
?gt);iigna Chérubin, like Nerval in Viemna (II, 43) is in love with love

’ .

2,
'"Bxpérience et oréation', 539-48.
‘8ee Letters 270 & 273.
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talk to her (or to the legendary figure she had become in his imagination)
"pr affr de fa.mille"1 . Like Mme de Solms, she is transformed into an
august member of the mystic family of Nexval's dreamaz. She too is
associated with the world of 'El Desdichado', for the letter is signed
Gaston Phoebus d'Aquitaine.

Similarly, Nerval's love and affection are often arcused, not by an
individual woman but by imaginative involvement in the relationship of a
couple. Most of the women he corresponded with, or mentioned in his
letters, are the wives or mistresses of his friends, Unable, or un-
willing, to form a relationship on his own account, he became emotionally
implicated with those who had., He is the odd man out, the devoted friend
of & united couple, like Dr, Rank in Ibsen's 'A Doll's House'”, But
despite the devotion, love is bound to be soured by envy. Identification
with the man's happiness may release a genercus flow of feeling; the
shared happiness (or supposed happiness) may afford a glimpse of the total
security and warmth of family love; bdut at the same time Nerval feels
bimself a rival. Over the years, the conflicting attitudes grow and
strengthen in the mind: the later letters to Blanche, Dumas and Janin are
full of love, but the latent envy revives a half-remembered, half-invented
rivalry, and breaks out intermittently in resentment and revolt against

1.
letter 83 (sic). My italics. The letter is dated 14 March 1841,

‘M. Richer suggests that when Nerval writes of "les paroles entendues
hier", he means that he heard them in a dream or day-dream ('Expérience
et création', 545)., The implication is that he can communicate with
€. Sand in the spirit.

"A situation common emough in literature, as in 1life. I am greatly
indebted here to Norma Rinsler's thesis (see especially 273-4),
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these men who have been more successful in the practical sphere than
himself. And in literary transpositions of the situation, Nerval's wish
to supplant his rival may appear as the hero's conviction that he himself
has been supplanted. I shall show later how this works in the case of
'Léo Burckart'.

The process can be seen even in minor episodes which, over the years,
are stored and transformed in the imagination., A good example is the
"dame de Marseilles". Her eccentric husband was childishly jealous of
Nerval, who insists that he had no reason to be, Nerval is very much on
the defensive about this (Letter 17). In 1840, six years later, Nerval
used the story in a travel article (II, 22). Marseilles has become
Constance and the couple have been made English (no doubt because of the
husband's eccentricity); but apart from these changes and a little
streamlining, the incident is faithfully reported. Then in 1853 it
becomes the basis for the framework narrative of 'Octavie'. Here i$ has
changed out of all recognition; all that remains of the original story is
Marseilles and the jealousy of the husband, which has now assumed mythical
proportions (I, 315-316). The amusing after-dinner story of 1834 has, in
Nerval's imagination, twisted into a grim shape. The merest suggestion
of & madman's jealousy, a suggestion which he himself did not take
seriously at the time, has swollen into a black, threatening presence, a
strange amalgam of impotence and power, warming him off a woman in whom
(n real 1ife twenty years before and indeed in the fiotional version) he

had shown no special interest.
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There are signs of the same imaginative re-shaping of reality in the
letters relating to a newspaper owner, Cornelius Holf or Holff, alias Comte
Charles de Villedeuil.

Villedeuil, like the husband of Octavie, becomes a sort of legendary
monster, twisted and jealous, always on the loock-out for attacks on the
virtue of his womenfolk., One can see how Nerval's (probably only slight)
acquaintance with the wife and daughter of a man towards whom he felt
irrationally aggressive because he owed Villedeuil money, provides material
for the delusion that the man regards him as a potential z'J.va.l1 » The
situation is given an almost universal significance by the reference to
the twisted jealousy of Vulcan., At the same time, it remains deeply
personal: the fact that both these real-life situations are clothed in the
same myth shows that the shaping agent is Nerval's imagination: Villedeuil
and the "English" girl's husband both represent the forbidding father-
figure who puts an embargo on Nerval's desire for love.

These are examples of how fantasy transforms and inflates relatively
unimportant episcdes, which may become the basis for pseudo-autobiographicel
stories. In the case of Dumas and Blanche {and to a lesser extent of
Janin), Nerval's imagination is much more deeply and painfully committed.
Both men are called om to play a protective, almost patermal, rble in his
1life, one as the doctor who accepted total responsibility for him, the

other as the more experienced senior partner in a literery collaboration,

1+300 Letters 277 (Note), 309, 34, 322, 325.
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Nerval's feelings about Dumas are first projected into a work of
literature, 'Léo Burckart', before emerging a doszen years later in the
curious 'Projet de duel' (Letter 221). It will be necessary to study
'Léo Burckart' before showing how the literary work is an extension of the
imaginative manipulation of real-life feelinss1 . The case of Blanche may
be taken as exemplifying to a marked degree the pattern which is also
present in the other relationships.

The typical tone of the letters to Blanche is one of deference,
gratitude and love?, I use the word "love® advisedly: the relationship
between the two men as it is revealed by these courageous and moving
letters, is extremely deep, especially on Nerval's side. Blanche was
like a father to him and, especially in the early stages of his treatment
at the clinic in 1853, Nerval defers completely to the Doctor's authority.
Blanche censored all his letters, prevented him from going out, arranged
the visits of such friends who were still seeing him and in general took
over the conduct of his life, For a time it appears that Nerval accepted
this and put his whole trust in the other man, "Je suis comme un enfant",
he tells his father soon after his installation as Passy, which Blanche
wanted to be permanent (Letter 257). "Oserai-je vous prier de me
permetire d'aller demain dimanche voir mon pdre?" he begs Blanche (Letter
282). The arrengements for moving his furniture, and for receiving some

money which had been allocated to him, were made by Blanche and two

1.
See below, Chapter V.

2.
The tone of some of the letters to Blanche is strikingly similar to that
of contemporaneous letters to Dr. labrunie.



devoted friends, Stadler and Bell (Letters LIV and LV), while Nerval was
writing a pathetic half-mad, half-humorous note whioch shows hiz to be
completely out of touch with what is going on (Letter 255).

In his saner moments, Nerval realises the magnitude of his debt to
Blanche and is warmheartedly grateful (Letter 322)., His madness was
of'ten too much for him to bear and he turned to Blanche as to an infal-
1lible father to bear it for him., What he sought at Passy was a family
vhere he was accepted for what he was and had the unconditional support
and acceptance that only a family can be expected to provide: "Oui, je le
disais hier sincdrement, je vous aime comme un parent, comme un frdre,
Votre voix a réveillé en moi le souvenir des Du'blnno1 , que j'ai toujours
chéris, ainsi que mon oncle, leur pdre ... J'ai besoin aujourd'hui non
seulement d'un conseil d'amis, mais d'un conseil de famille ..." (Letter
270). Ostensibly, and primarily, this letter expresses his desire for
the renewal of a long-forgotten family life. But what has awakened this
desire is life at Passy, and Blanche's voice. When he lef't the olinic,
Nerval felt as though he had been excluded from his family (Letter 349).
To his fellow-patient Antony Deschamps, whose dream-world seems to have hal
Some ground in common with Nerval's, and who found a permanent home at

Passy just as Blanche wished Nerval to, he writes that he has been banished

1.
Belatives on his father's side. Compare a passage in a letter written
8ix months later on the power of es t0 revive happy memories of
childhood (Letter 313) - also 'Aurélia'’ Part One, chapter vi (I, 377).
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from Paradise (Letter 3#5)1; and paradise, for Nerval, is a place where
one is re-united with one's true family (see 'Aurélia', chapter iv, and
'La For8t noire').

When Blanche married, Nerval's affection and gratitude was extended
to both him and his wife: "Dites, je vous prie, & votre chdre mariée
combien je m'unis A son bonheur. Elle si courageuse, si bonne, si pré-
ocoupe des intér@ts de votre maison et de la santé de tous, c'est
vraiment celle que vous deviez choisir, car elle est un second médecin
affectusux et doux qui tempdre et affermit votre autorité nécessaire®
(Letter 333), To Blanche's paternal authority at the oclinic is added the
gentler, more affectionate, but no less pervasive influence of his wife,
Do not these words of respect, almost of piety, contain something of
Nerval's longing for the mother he had never known? "Je m'unis 4 son
bonheur”: he desires to be implicated in the happiness of the ocouple, to
be part of it, to belong to it as a son belongs to the happiness of homez.

But there is another side to the picture., Throughout Nerval's letters
to Blanche, and even in the passages where his gratitude is at its most
humble, there is a current of resentment, From the preceding pages it
would no doubt be thought that Blanche was a good deal older than Nerval;
but in fact the opposite is true, and there were times when Nerval felt

the humiliation of being dominated so completely by a younger man

Yo 181 he had the same idea about the clinic at Montmartre rum by
Blanche's father (Letter 85 ter, third ed. of I). The Blanches, father
and son, tried to create a peaceful family atmosphere in their cliniecs,
8ee Jacques Le Breton, 'la Maison de Santé du Dooteur Blanche. Ses
mddecing, ses malades' (Thdse pour le doctoret en médicine, Paris, 1937).

‘Cf his reaction to Dumas' marriage, below, p. 140.
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(Lotfer 341). Even at a moment when he recognises the Doctor's good faith,
he simultaneously casts doubt on it, writing to his cousin: "Mon pa3re a mu
se tromper en pensant qu'il (Blanche) m'en avait voulu de l'appeler mon cher
Emile ... C'est un esprit au-dessus de ces petits détails, Je suls
consignéd depuis avant-hier jeudi. Je vous attends donc avec impatience
afin de sortir définitivement et de mettre ordre & mes affaires qui
périclitent par suite de cette détention que je continue & croire bien-
veillante" (Letter 340). He starts by denying that Blanche lacks good
faith, But the suggestion remains, and develops into the hint that
Blanche is keeping him prisoner with some secretly hostile intention. The
resentment is suppressed; but it is there., Even at periods when Nerval
was most under the Doctor's influence, protest and revolt were never far
away. They came to a head in October 1854 when, against Blanche's
express wishes, he obtained his release from the clinie,

This revolt is accompanied by what is clearly a partly imeginary
sexual rivelry, which comes out in a curious passage in Letter 341: "Je
vous ai vu si jeune chez votre pdre que j'abusais m8me de quelques
avantages et de mon &tat présumé de folie pour aspirer & 1l'amitié d'une
Jeune dame dont le chat, qu'elle portait toujours dans un panier,
m'attireit 4nvinciblement. - Un jour que je 1'avais embrassée par surprise,
elle m'a dit, comme le général Barthélemy, en pareille occasion: Aspetta!
traduction frengaise: Nous n'en sommes par encore 1d! Voules-vous que je
pense et laisse penser que, déds cette époque, une sourde jalousie vous g

readu injuste & mon égard ... Peut-8tre mlme ce sentiment cruel se
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sera-t-il de nouveau manifesté ici... Je tremble d'aller trop loin et §'ai
besoin, pour vous rassurer, de faire appel & toute ma vie. N'ayant
Jamais aspiré aux femmes ni aux maltresses de mes amis, je veux toujours
yous ranger parmi oux..." .
Blanche has been "unjust” and “cruel®, which may mean that he has
been exercising an increasingly resented and challenged authority. To
correct the disagreesble impression of inferiority that this leaves in his
mind, Nerval's imagination provides him with an incident from the past,
suitably transformed and embellished no doubt, which proves that he is not
only the equal but the potential superior of Blanche as a man., The
imagination is cunning. The incident is related obliquely: Nerval does
not say that this young lady found him more attractive than Blanche - he
does not even sgy that Blanche was interested in her: he only implies
these things, with "quelques avantages" (he was more attractive than
Blanche) and "nous ne sommes pas encore 1a" implying willingness on her
pert, perhaps later love-making. But how these implications are veiled]
If the reader of this letter likes, he can take the whole incident as a
madman's fancy., The cat belongs almost to hallucination., The imagina-

tion wants the best of both worlds: it wants to demonstrate that he,

Nerval, was a redoubtabdble rivalz, by showing that Blanche has been jealous

1.
The same remark occurs in Letter 221 to Dumas: "J'ai toujours respecté
les épouses de mes amis". One finds in this letter the same lack of

focus, the same building up of a rivalry-situation by implication and
innuendo, as here,

2. )
But in 1834 Nerval could only claim, defensively, that "aux yeux &'un

Bari et d'un fou je puis parelitre encore redoutabled, (Letter 175.
(w italics .
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of him, and has had good reason to be jealocus, all these years; on the
other hand, "Je tremble d'aller trop loin®, and he hastens to re-assure
him (but really he himself wants re-assuring) that they are still friends.
The humour partially conceals the underlying challenge.

In Nerval's feelings for Dumas and Ida Ferrier we will find the same
deep emotiocnal involvement with the couple on the occasion of their
marriage, the seme sense that the women is more warm and sympathetic than
her stemer husband, the same retrospective fantasy about having been the
man's rival years before, the same alternation between hostility and
remorse, between resentment and a profound, deferential love, and above
all the same sense that the couple are his true kinsfolk,

The same pattern, especially the alternation between affectiocnate
respect and resentment, ocours too in Nerval's letters to Jules Janin,
There is nothing to support the widely accepted theory that Nerval had an
affaire with Janin's friend Marie Fleyel. It would appear that, on the
contrary, when he did pluck up the courege to admit to having a letter of
introduction for her from the other man, most of their time was spent
talking about Janin. Marie Pleyel's note to Janin of May 1840 refers
patronisingly to "ce bon petit Gérard qui vous est si tendrement attaché"
(Letters 48 and II bis). 1In 'Les Amours de Vienne', published in March
1841, it is probable that Marie Fleyel is the original for the dark
Italian lady who, sending her other suitors away, asks Prits to stay
behind so that she can give him a letter to deliver. But when they are

alone: “Je n'ai pas de lettre A vous donner; causons un peu; oc'est si



ennuyeux de causer & plusieurs" (II, 64). Does not this reflect Nerval's
wish that, instead of simply using him to carry messages to Janin, Marie
Pleyel had secretly taken a personal interest in him? In this article,
such a possibility is only hinted at, and the conversation was evidently
perfectly anodine., But the last words are: "passons & d'autres sujets

de conversation"’

, which gives the merest suggeation of an increase in
intimacy, especially if one postulates an association in Nerval's mind
with the words Gautier had used in exhorting him to get to closer grips
with the ladies of Vienna - words connected, precisely, with the name of
Marie Fleyel: "tu prétends ne connaitre les Viennoises que de vue, ce qui
est bien immetériel, tu dois maintenant &tre passé & d'autres exercices:
la contremarque que J.J. t'avait donnée pour la déesse du piano t'a-t-elle
servi® (Letter II). And when he rearranged the articles in 1849, Nerval
added a strong hint that the initial conversation had led to a love-affair,
one which turned out badly, it is true, but which was serious enough to
make him consider staying in Vienna for gooda. It is only in retrospect
that Nerval fancies that he might have had a love-affair with the famous
pianist,

At the French Embassy in Vienna', Nerval joined with Marie Pleyel in
amateur theatricals before a distinguished audience: "je ne sais pes mes
rdles devant un parterre de princes et de souverains® (Letter 54). His

subsequent imaginative re-shaping of this evidently humiliating incident

1.
Note 10 to 'Vers 1'Orient', chapter X.

2,
See the last paregraph of 'Vers 1'Orient!, chapter X, and paragraphs two
and three of chapter IXI.



becomes the basis of 'La Pandora' in 1841‘I and of 'Le Roman tragique!
The process is one of manic inflation. From 'la Pandora' we leam simply
that Nerval was so humiliated by his own lamentable performance and its
icy reception, that he rushed blindly out of the room, knocking over a
screen that was acting as a piece of scenery. But in 'Le Roman tragique’,
the icy silence of the audience has turned into an overt insult, and
Nerval's stumbling exit has been transformed into the hero's impulse to
burn down the theatre and carry off his beloved through the flames. The
basic impetus behind the process of literary creation here is a daydream
whose purpose is to correct abject behaviour of which Nerval is ashamed,
tuming it into a vengeful triumph.

Not that the Embassy charades with Marie Fleyel provide the only
imeginative material for 'Le Roman tragique'. The particular memory

fuses with Nerval's general retrospective feelings about his unhappy

TeIt is likely that parts of 'La Pandora' were written in 1841 as a con-
tinuation of 'Les Amours de Vienne' (Richer, 'Expérience et création’,
267-68). But Nerval was overtaken by madness, and kept the ms until
1853 when it was extended and offered as a sequel to 'Les Amours de
Vienne' - he notes in a fragment: "voild ce que j'écrivais, il y a
treize ans" (I, 1215). The account of the Embassy charades occurs in
Note 15 and continues with "De coldre je renversai le paravent" (I, 358).
Certain common features make it virtually certain that the same ex-
perience provides the basis for 'Le Roman tragique' as well as 'la
Pandora', In both texts Nerval compares himself with Scarron's Le
Destin joining a troupe of actors for love of his "froide étoile” (of
I, 178 etc. and I, 1217). In 'la Pandora', one of the charades depicts
the suicide of Vatel, who kills himself with "une épée de gala® (I, 1216);
in 'Le Roman tragique', this becomes a point of reference for the hero's
thwarted suicidal impulse: "on ne se perce pas le coeur avec une épée
de comédie, on n'imite pas le cuisinier Vatel" (I, 176). - We note that
La Pandora's teasing and patronising attitude to the hero is consistent
with the impression given by Marie Fleyel's letter to Janin,



affaire with Jenny Colon. Indeed it is clear that he attempted, in his
imagination, to trensfer his feelings from one woman to the other, We
gather from the first version of 'Aurélia' that when he met Marie Pleyel
in Brussels in 1840, he confided to her the story of his tragic love, and
that she gave him a sympathetic hea.ring1 « But in the final version, he
fancies himself in love with her, and writes her a letter using the very
terms of those he had recently written to the actreaa.z However, the
pretence soon collapses: he is forced to admit that he is deceiving her
and himself, and soon afterwards she brings about a reconciliation with
his first, true love. The woman to whom the unhappy love is confided
gradually becomes a substitute for that love. We shall see the same
pattern in 'Léo Burckart', where it is comnected with Nerval's feelings
about Ida Ferrier (Chapter V). But in the end the illusory and subjeo-
tive nature of trensferred emotion is recognised.

Over against this we must place Nerval's attitude to Jules Janin, the
man who introduced him to Marie Pleyel. Once again, it is profoundly
ambivalent. On the one band there is his reaction to Janin's "obituary"
article of 1 March 1841, which at one stroke furthered Nerval's literary

reputation and cut it short by announcing that he was incurably med:

1."Elle &tait bonne et indulgente pour cette ancienne passion parisienne"”
(Richer, 'Expérience et création', 421),

I, 364. In 'La Pandora', he goes away after the charades to get drunk

in & tavern, where he writes a letter "d'un style abracadabrent" (I, 358),
This is probably closer to what really happened. One can imagine Nerval,
after this painful experience, pouring out his confused feelings in a
letter which most probably, like some at least of the 'Lettres & Jenny
Colon', was never sent off. In the second version of 'Aurélia’, however,
the evening has been a pleasant one (I, 364).



initial gratitude is ousted by a swelling resentment. Begging Janin to
publish a retraction (which was not forthcoming), Nerval claims bitterly
that, thanks to the way Janin and others have broadcast the news of his
madness, his career as a writer, as well as his hopes for a happy marriage,
are ruined: "je ne pourrsi jamais me présenter nulle part, jamais me
marier, jameis me faire écouter sérieusement" (Letter 85 gquintum, in the
third edition of I). On the other hand, especially in the later letters,
he thinks of Janin with almost a family feeling (Letter 106), and there is
& wam regard in Nerval's humble solicitations of favourable critigques, in
which the desire for good publicity mingles with the longing to be respec-
ted and taken seriously again. But towards the end of Nerval's life
there are signs that irritation with the complacent Janin is oreeping back
(Letters 326, 344, 346). And the bitter accusation that Janin had ruined
his chances of getting married comes again in the Preface to 'Lorely' of
1852.

There is no direct rivalry here. But on the one hand there is the
belief that it is Janin who has prevented him from marrying; and on the
other, the wish that he had done something more than play second string to
the older man with Marie Pleyel, exacerbated by the memory of his humilia-
tion at the Embassy, swells into Brisacier's manic longing to carry off
Aurélie through the flames,

We may suppose, too - though there is not enough evidence to
establish this in detail - that Nerval entertained similar feelings for



1 .
other couples: Gautier and Emesta Grisi , the Girard:ms2 s the Heiness,

perhaps Liszt and Princess Caroline of Sayn-Wittgensteinl*.

Thus even real-life relationships are informed and shaped by fantasy,
initiating the Nervalian process of "rewriting his life" which will be
econtinued in the literary works. Women Nerval knew, including those with
whom he had sexual encounters, are given the attributes of his dream-
figures., Feelings of semi-imaginary and retrospective sexual rivalry
towards his friends lead to an ambivalent attitude which repeats the
altermate affection and aggression he felt for his father. The other
man's success in the practical sphere is contrasted with his own dreamy
timidity, although at the same time the woman's sympathy for his dreams
may establish a tempomry complicity between them from which the other man
is excluded. On the one hand there is the desire that the other man
should recognise his adult status, accepting him as a professional equal.,

Just as he tries earnestly to persuade his father that his literary

1.See Lotters XII bis, XXXIV, 116, 136, 138, 143, 325 and a manusoript
letter at Chantilly which has been omitted from the Pléiade collection -
this last typically ill-spelt, direct and warm-heartedly practical
(Chentilly, D 740, ¥ 77-78).

‘See Letters XII, 8 bis, 116, 197, 208; also Note to Letter IX, Letter
128 and Note., Mme Girardin was obviously good to Nexrval. He wrote an
enthusiastic piece about her for the Vienna 'Allgemeine Theaterseitung',

f;%sing her surprising combination of beauty and precticelity (0.C. I,
1)

3 *See Letter 255 and the verses written in Mme Heine's honour (I, 72). Also
Letter 137 and Note to Letter 227, For Nerval's viasits to the Heine's
during the years of madness, see 'Aurélia', I, 402 and Rhodes, 'The
Priendship between Nerval and Heine'.

‘See Letters 20, 162 bis, 171, 327, 328, 339 and XXXI¥ bis.



vocation is s0lid and respectable (Letter 51), so he asks the influential
Janin to give him favourable notices which will cancel out the damage to
his reputation caused by the "obituary" article of 1841 (Letter 192),

This is accompanied by an affectionate identification with the other man's
happiness in the sexual relatiomship. On the other hand, because of the
sympathy between himself and the wife or mistress, there is the sense that
this happiness has been usurped. This corresponds to the secret reseant-
ment he feels towards his father for having separated him, both from his

real mother, and from the loving, motherly women who surrounded him in
childhood,
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CHAPTER III

MARGUERITE

The only direct evidence that Nervel had an adolescent love-affair ias
the statement: "Ton jeune coeur brillant de 1'amour de la gloire,/ D'un

autre amour aussi vient de sentir les feux", which occurs in some con-
ventional verses addressed to him by an admirer, Hippolyte Tampucci, while
he was still at school (A. Marie, 34-35). In 'Promenades et souvenirs'
(1, 162) Nerval claims that some of his juvenile verse-translations were
inspired by a creole girl, for whom he produced versions of Horace's 'Ode
to Tyndaris', Byron's "Maid of Athens, ere we part®™ and cne of the 'Irish
Melodies' of Thomas Moore1 . As regards the girl's identity, it would be
unwise to take 'Promenades et souvenirs' as a reliable document., But,
slender though the direct evidence is, there is every reason to suppose
that the later nostalgia for a lost sweetheart had some basis in faot, even
if it was no more then a passing Juvenile2 infatuation., And it is legiti-
mate to ask what echo this experience found in Nerval's early writing.
Clearly, the early lyrics derive at ieaat as much from literature as
from life, Many of the poems of Nerval's teens and early twenties are

imitations or adaptations; others are no doubt pastiches of works as yet

1"A Tindaris' figures in the lovingly preserved MSS of Nerval's juvenilia:
'Podsies diverses' (G, Marie's 'Inddits’,” 73) and 'Pofsies et podmes'
(see Senelier, NOB, 56, 57 and 144). 'Mélodie (imitée de Thomas Moore) *
is a free adaptation of two 'Irish Melodies': "Whene'er I see those
smiling eyea", and "Believe me, if all those endearing young charms®,
published in 1828 (I, 63 - see Note in third edition of I).

*Perhaps as early as the age of 16, since 'Poésies et podmes' is dated
1824 (Senelier, No.57).

2



unidentified. In 'Promenades et souvenirs' he implies that the verses
translated for the creole girl were no more than an extension of his
school exercises (I, 162)., From the very beginning of his career as a
writer, Nerval is making use of other men's experience, tamed and
formalised in literature. But this does not mean that these productions
are impersonal or merely fashionable. Nerval chooses what meets his own
case, borrowing material which corresponds to his own situation, The
remarkable continuity of themes in the early lyrics is enough to convince
us that they were not chosen at random.

None of them are stmightforvﬁrd love-poems, In 'M&lodie (imitée de
Thomas Moore)', the girl's beauty makes him sad, for it confuses him with
those who only love her for her physical charms, Thus, paradoxically,
his love will only triumph when those charms have faded, This is a love
abstracted from the vicissitudes of time, He writes of "mon amour,
vainqueur du Temps et du Destin", and "un coeur en qui le temps ne pourra
rien changer" (I, 63-64). It is significant that these phrases, as well
as "elle est 3 moi seul® , expressing the special exclusiveness of this
non-contingent love, are Nerval's own invention, The idea of a love which
is exclusively his because it is redeemed from the ordinary conditions of
life, which will recur again and again1 » 18 already firmly stated. The
additions to Moore's poem show clearly that Nerval had selected it, and

was shaping it, to fit his own preoccupations, Here, love is preserved

1..ctegt pour toi seule ..." (Fragment of a drama based on ‘Faust', 18287);
"ce plaisir de tous (Corilla's singing) qui pour moi seul &tait le bon-
heur et la vie" ('Corilla', 1839); "elle vivait pour moi seul* ('Sylvie',
1853); "C'est toujours la Seule ... toi le seul ou le dernier amant”
(*Artemis’, 1853 or 1854).



for a hypothetical future, whereas 'Maid of Athens', the other poem said
to have been addressed to the creole girl, locks back, at the moment of
parting, on a love whose memory will linger on in the poet's heart,

Other poems, too, refer back to an unhappy love. 'Pen¥ée de Byron',
which reads like a reply to Hippolyte Tampucci's verses, is about an un-
successful courtship which has cast a blight over his whole life. Hope
has vanished, leaving only a persistent longing which throws a shadow
between him and ha.ppiness1 . 'Stances é14giaques' (1829, I, 64) has the
same message. At the age of 22, he writes that his chance of happiness
is past. When fesh opportunities present themselves, he cannot take them,
The burden of 'Laisse-moi' (1831, I, 66), of 'Une Allée du Luxembourg'
(1832, I, 46) and of the second 'Mélodie irlandaise' (1830, I, 65) is that
Youth is over, his capacity for feeling has been withered by suffering.

If only he had met the girl soomer, he could have responded. But now her
swift passage can be no more than a gleam in the night of his despondencyz.
Present opportunities are referred beck to a past which, when it was
present, offered only vague hopes for the future,

The present is never right for love, and the mooed of these poems is
always conditional. Nerval is already the poet of the might-have-been,

We do not have to wait until 'Sylvie' for the vein of nostalgie to be

1'1827, I, 50. Compare the last lines ("Gloire! amour! vous efites mon
coeur”) with Hippolyte Tampucei's lines quoted by A. Maris, 3435, H,
Tampucei also imitated Thomas Moore (J. Richer, 'Expérience et oréation',
284) = oould he have been Nerval's earliest collaborator?

*The image and the subject of 'Une Allée du Luxembourg' strikingly pre-
figure Baudelaire's 'A une passante'. 'laisse-moi' is also an adaptation
of a poem by Moore ("No, leave my heart to rest") while the second
'Mélodie irlandaise' is based on Moore's "I saw from the beach”. J,Richer
Points out that Nerval mey have used the prose translations of Louise
Swanton-Belloc (Richer, 'Expérience et création', 283-285).
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exploited, It has already been opened before Nerval is twenty, at a time
when the lost happiness he laments so melodiously is still within his
grasp. Emotion is already a function of memory rather than a living
product of the present moment, That he himself understood this very well
can be seen from 'lLa Grand'mdre', probably written as early as 1831, which
Proust must surely have loved, and which has been given its due importance
by Mme Durry' . It is almost as though Nerval is abdicating his youth in
anticipation of a later longing to recapture it.

Por the effect of these poems is not to deny the possibility of love
absolutely. It is rather to rescue Love from Time. (We recall that the
phrase "mon amour vainqueur du Temps" is original), The process is con-
tinued in the beautiful 'Fantaisie' (1832, I, 48-49), which describes how,
in a provious existence, he may have loved "une dame, & sa haute fen8tre,/
Blonde aux yeux noirs". This is the logical continuation of the movement
begun in the other poems: the movement away from immediate experience
towards an experience refracted by the imagination, In them, there was
the transfer of attention to a point in the past or the future, but still
within the bounds of his own life; here, those bounds are lifted and a
virtually inexhaustible field of vicarious experience - the historical

past - is opened up. He can assume any historical identity he willz.

1.
The poem claims to have heen written three years after the death of his
grandmother, which took place in 1828, Nerval probadbly kept it until his
grggﬁfather’s death (1834) before publishing it in 1835. See M.-J. Durry,

2,
The search for doppelgiinger in the past is undoubtedly one of the

reas;ns why Nerval developed an interest in the fashionable historical
novel,



At the same time, the "blonde aux yeux noirs" is like an idealised
version of dark-eyed Sylvie, the little village girl. The yearnings
which have found no outlet in reality are directed towards an imaginary
equivalent of the lost adolescent love. And in Nerval's contemporaneous
translations from the German, he is already finding literary doppelgénger
for the village sweetheart. It is as though an experience which he
failed to realise in his own life, but for which the hankering remains, is
realised vicariously by identifying himself with other men's experience.

All writers begin with derivative work, but this is most marked in
the case of Nerval, Most of the early work is translation or adaptation,
In translating the German Romantics, of course, he had his eye on the
market, "Le fantastique"™ is popular in the thirties, so "vive le fantas-
tique!"1 « But in catering for ocurrent taste, he is also satisfying his
own bent., These writings are already vicarious, It is as though the
channels in which his mind will later run are already being lightly traeced.
By choosing these works, he is storing experience for later use. This is
an unconscious assimilation of other men's experience shaped by his own
predilections. The early lyrics reveal a bankruptey in love, Nerval's
problematical adolescent affaire was never avowed, never found a direct
expression in his writing, But even while he is lamenting the lost love
of a little girl from Saint-Cermsn or Mortefontaine (?), he is finding
parallel literary situations in which the loss is recuperated. For at
the same time as he is writing 'Laisse-moi', 'Ume Allée du Luxembourg' and

the others, he is translating Jean-Paul, Hoffmann and above all Goethe,

1.
I, 481, The attribution of this text to Nerval is uncertain, but he
would certainly not have disowned it, and he himself contributed
modestly to "le succds encyclopbdique d'Hoffmann® (1480).



In his preface to 'Faust I' (1828) Nerval draws a comparison between
three of the heroes of the Romantic generation: Don Juan, the disreputable
and demoralised womaniser; Byron's Manfred, whose love is for an imaginary
creature and whose existence, charged with a greaster intensity than that of
lesser mortals, seems to move on an otherworldly plane; sand Fsust, who
loves a simple village girl who could have offered him a life of sweet un-
sophistication in the world of here-and~-now, Admittedly, Nerval is struck
by Faust's striving after other-worldly knowledgo1 , and later, in 'Les
Amours de Vienne', he will cast himself in the role of Don Juan, but here
sbove all he is touched by the sweet and tragic figure of Gretchen:
"Trouverait-on sur la sodne quelque chose de comparable A ses entretiens
nalfs avec Faust...?" (11).

This is not the place to discuss Nerval's interpretation of 'Faust!,
severely limited as it was by the fact that he laoked the overall view
afforded by the publication of the Second Part. 1In general, he seems to
have correctly interpreted the aims of Mephisto, but to have overestimated
his chances of securing Faust's damnationz. For Nerval, Faust hoped to
Tedeenm the powers illioitly obtained from his pact with the devil, by
devoting them to the advancement of soience and the betterment of the
human lot. But this hope is frustrated by his fascination with Marguerite,
who brings him only "1la jouissance d'un moment et 1'éternité des

1‘8« Preface: "Quelle #me généreuse n'a éprouvé quelque chose de cet état
de 1'esprit humain®, etc (9) - a passage that is echoed three years later
in the dramatic fragment, 'Nicolas Flamel',

2'Goethe's devil 4s "Bin Teil von jener Kraft,/Die stets das B¥se will und
stets das Gute schafft" (lines 1335-1336). So far from achieving his
purpose of extinguishing man's oreative striving, he unwittingly stisu-
lates it (see the 'Prolog im Himmel', lines 340-343). Nervel revealingly
Ristranslates "stets" in line 1336 by “tant6t", although elsewhere he
gives it the corresct meaning of "always® (e.g. line 1338),
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supplices"™ (9). Fuast's tragedy is that he brings about the death of
Marguerite and the ruin of her simple happiness to no avail, since her
love prevents the realisation of his otherworldly strivings (10).

Nevertheless, Faust is strongly attracted to the simple domestic
happiness that union with Marguerite would have given him., As he sits
alone in her room, he muses over the rustic tradition to which she belongs,
over the goodness of customs handed down from one generation to another
and sanctified by a long acceptance, What strikes him is the unself-
consciousness, the lack of sophistication, of her traditional way of life' .
And Nerval in his turn is moved by the thought of this beautiful, unaffec-
ted existence which Faust's restless yearning destroys in vain., The
following passage is quoted in the Preface, so it must have stuck in his
mind: "Mais elle, innocente, simple, une petite cabane, un petit champ
des Alpes, et elle aurait passé toute sa vie dans ce pstit monde au milieu
d'occupations dome stiquea"2 .

Twenty-five years later, in 'Sylvie', Nerval will apply this longing
for domestic happiness, as opposed to otherworldly yearnings, to himself,
Sylvie, like Marguerite, is fascinating precisely in the degree to which
she represents an unadulterated rustic tredition, and she is spoiled by
becoming sophisticated. Like Sylvie, Marguerite sings folksongs: the
beautiful 'Meine Buh' ist hin', and 'Der Kdnig von Thule', which Nerval
translated four times., As with Sylvie, Marguerite's appeal lies in her

combination of childishness and maturity: when she plays "He loves xe ,

"+207,237.

2,
Preface, 10, quoted from 256-57.
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he loves me not" (243), she is like a little girl; but she has had a hard
life and is broken in to the responsibility of bringing up her little
sister (237-39)., What Nerval finds most attractive about her is not so
much that she is unique, but that on the contrery she is a very ordinary
village girl: "une femme comme il en existe beaucoup” (11). She is no
heroine of melodrama, but a simple, accessible country girl, a type rather
than an individuasl. And in 1853, will not this be just the point about
Sylvie? The whole complex of feeling associated with Sylvie centres round
the idea of settling down with someone quite unexceptional.

In the incomplete manuscript of a "Faust-drama", which probably dates
from the same period, the rdole of Marguerite is shaped as much by Nerval's
imagination as by his originala.1 True, he follows his models closely.
From Klinger he takes the situation of the impoverished inventor who tries
to sell his printing machine to the Frankfurt council and, when they

refuse, makes a fool of them with the help of Mephisto. This is combined

1'Printed in 'Les Deux Faust de Goethe', this is evidently an early attempt
to adapt the translation for the French stage, Rhodes' theory that it
pre-dates the translation ('Gérerd de Nerval', 35-36) involves the
assumption that Nerval abandoned the work (because he realised he could
not vie with Goethe), whereas all we know for certain is that part of the
manuscript is missing (A. Marie, 229). But Rhodes is surely correct in
dating the piece early. Baldensperger shows that there was a demand for
palatable versions of 'Faust' from Parisian theatres around this time,
J. Bicher's arguments for dating the play after 1846 are not strong, beirg
chiefly dependent on a rather implausible anecdote of Monselet, according
to which Nerval would not have been able to consult Klinger's 'Faust',
one of his sources, until he found it in Monselet's library (see Richer,
'Bxpérience et ordation', 99 ff and A. Marie, 228-29)., This is unlikely:
Nerval could have consulted Klinger in a librery. In any case the
primary source is Goethe's 'Faust I', and after 1840 it was the seconad
'Faust' that interested Nerval. A, Marie's case for supposing that the
mlasing part of the manuscript would have dealt with the multiple avatars
of the "amour de réve et de folie™ rests on a quotation taken out of
context, for Faust re jects the devil's offer to procure him "les beautés
les plus renommées de 1'antiquité”™: he prefers Marguerite (see A, Marie,
230; the full quotation is given below, p.101).

e
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with a good deal of Goethe's text and the same sequence of happenings as
in 'Faust' I: Faust's longing is followed by disillusion and he is about
to take poison when his hand is stayed by the Easter hymns, whereupon
Mephisto arrives and the pact is signed. In fact, as Baldensperger
remarks, "(Nerval) témoigne de plus de dévotion & ces moddles que de
hardiesse originale" (501).

But it seems likely that in the missing portion of the manuscript
Marguerite would have played a more important rdle than in Goethe's
version, and indeed, in this doubly plagiarised situation it is signifi-
cant that what Nerval has added from his own invention is precisely the
part of the young girl.

In'Faust I' the hero is cast unequivocally in the role of seducer,
and we are aware all the time that he will abandon Marguerite; there is
no question of his marrying her. In Klinger's version, on the other hand,
Faust is already married and it is to feed his starving children that he
wants to sell his invention. Nerval fuses these two situations into one
of his own: his Faust is officially betrothed to Marguerite. Nor is
this a superficial change. The whole orientation has in fact been
altered. TFaust's immortal longings are only perfunctorily referred to
(520 £f); anad when Nerval's Faust says "Le Grand-Esprit m'a dédaigné”
(522), this does not even make sense because Nerval has omitted the vital
scene from Goethe's 'Faust' in which Faust's longing and his impotence are
symbolised by the humiliating appearance of the Erdgeist. In the
'Fregment' Faust's immortal longings are subordinated to the hero's desire

to mrry Marguerite.
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Faust, the inventor of printing, wants money so that he can marry the
girl he loves and settle down. This is his driving motive, and in his
opening speech he sgys that it is not the desire to win fame or to better
the lot of mankind that makes his life worth living, but Marguerite. She
alone has inspired his efforts (504), end he hopes his invention will make
him rich only because this would enable him to marry her and achieve "tout
le benheur qu'on peut espdrer dans ce monde" (506).

But his invention, and with it his chances of marrying Marguerite, is
rejected by the Senate - by the disapproving older generation. As in
Goethe's 'FPaust', the hero is only saved from suicide by the Easter hymns
which recall his childhood, the adolescent consolations of religion and
the joys of spring ('Faust', Gibert, 75-76}. But Nerval introduces a
significant modificetion: "Eh bien! ce souvenir, tout plein de senti-
ments d'enfance, me rappelle 3 la terre que je voulais quitter, A la terre
od des liens plus doux me retiennent encore ... O Marguerite!..." (51h)1 .

There is more to Nerval's Marguerite than the simplicity and
imnocence which attracted Goethe's hero: she is associeted with
"sentiments d'enfance”. In appropriating Marguerite, Nervel makes her
into a village sweetheart who is part of the complex of childhood nemoryz.
The Faust of this fragment is a good deal nearer Nerval's own situation at
the age of nineteen than was Goethe's hero, with his peculiarly German-
Romantic striving for the Infinite; Nerval's Faust wants fame and money
80 that he can marry a nice little country girl and settle down. The
fame and money, he hopes, will come from pursuits which are not approved

1,
Cf 'Peust'I, Gibert, 77.

“In the 1853 preface to 'Faust', written while he was working om 'Sylvie'
Nerval will make the same cleim for Goethe's Gretchen Z'Paust', Gibert,27).
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of by bourgeois father-figures (512); but the marriage will vindicate his
departure from the fold of respectability and celebrate his return to it.

After the pact with Mephisto has been made, Faust says "Allons voir
Marguerite", Mephistopheles replies: "Qui? cette petite paysanne ...
Elle te tient donc toujours au coeur!,.. Allons donc: J'ai bien d‘'autres
femmes 3 ton service; Jje puis te donner & choisir entre Hél2ne, Cléopatre,
Aspasie, et toutes les beautés les plus renommées de 1l'antiquité"., But
Faust will have none of it: "Quelqu'elles (sic) soient, Marguerite les
surpassera toujours & mes yeux" (522-523),

The same offer is made, and again refused, in 'Nicolas Fla.mel'1 s
whose eponymous hero is another avatar of Fauat, an alchemist where Faust
was the son of an alchemist. There are numerous direct echoes of
Goethe's 'Faust', and a certain number of direct transcriptions of the
'Fragment', though a dose of Byronic Satanism has also orept in (of the
slightly watered-down French variety), and the metaphysics are simplified.
The devil offers Flamel "des richesses, de longs jours, les plus rares
beautés de 1l'univers". But Flamel is as faithful to Dame Permelle as
Faust to Marguerite in Nerval's fragment (143-44)., She and Flamel are a
model of conjugal bliss and fidelity. When Flamel agrees to sign the
pact, the devil requires him to pledge not only his own soul but also his
wife's, since "ta fexme ot toi ce n'est qu'un (152). There is also a
reference to their being childhood sweethearts; when Flamel kisses his

wife she says with matronly coyness: "Sainte Dame! Ne dirmit-on pas des

1, |
'Mercure de France au XIX® sidcle' 1831, t. xxxiil. Reprinted in
C. Dedeyan, vol. iii.
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époux de quinze ans" (148). - This is the same pattern as the 'Faust'
fragment: fabled beauties, who could be procured by supernaturel means,
are rejected in favour of an ideal of simple conjugal fidelity, just as
Goethe's Faust forgets the supernatural beauty in the magic mirror when he
sees Marguerite, "Le bonheur qu'on peut espérer dans ce monde" is
triumphant., And by Pernelle's "Ne dirait-on pas des époux de quinge ans",
'Nicolas Flamel' is ccnnected with Nerval's dream of a childhood sweet-
heart who might become a faithful wife. One's mind leaps forward over
twenty years to the mock-marriage with a childhood sweetheart that Nerval
will describe no fewer than three times during the 'Sylvie' period. But
the roots of this dream were already in Goethe's 'Faust'. Marguerite
("une femme comme il en existe beaucoup”) is like any one of the village
girls Nerval played with and who could have made him a good wife. In the
'Pregment' Nerval-Faust plans such a marriage; in 'Nicolas Flamel', three
years or so later, it has taken pla.co‘I .

In a couple of other fragments trenslated from the German, too,
Nerval seems to be finding situations which express his own longings.

The narretor of Jean-Paul Richter's 'Le Bonheur de la maison' (1831)
is in love with a child, Maria. She is all in all to him: "“aussi je
compris que cela ne pouvait durer longtemps; Jje me mis 3 1l'aimer de
toutes mes forces (416). So Nerval must have felt, after his father's

retum, about the girls of Mortefontaine., Like Nerval, Richter's hero is

Yemn Chapter V I shall show how the idea of a comfortable marriage with an
ordinary woman continues in ‘'L'Alchimiste' and 'Léo Burckart', where it
is opposed to the lure of a glamorous courtesan-figure into which Nerval
projected his feelings about Jenny Colon.
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separated from the girl, and the house without her is empty, desolate,

The metaphor used to describe the narrator's reaction reproduces the one
which, in 'Stances &légiaques', had conveyed Nerval's own lovelorn state:
"mon coeur fut brisé, ma vie fanée & son avril, et, depuis, il s'est passé
bien des printemps sans que 1l'arbre ait reverdi" (416)‘l .

This is an exact parallel to Nerval's regret for a lost childhood
love as it appears in the early lyrics. But it is no more then a
parallel; unlike the dramatic pieces based on 'Faust', it does nothing to
correct the original situation. The translation of Hoffmann's 'Aventures
de la nuit de Saint-Sylvestre' (1831), on the other hand, opens up a
completely new posaibilityz. The hero ocomes across his ohildhood sweet-
heart, from whom he has been parted, and finds her more beautiful than
ever: "C'6tait elle ..., elle-mdme que je n'avais point vue depuis tant
d'années! Tous les heureux moments de ma vie repassdrent soudain dans
mon &me, comme un éclair rapide et puissant. Flus d'éloignement fumeste!
Bien loin mBme 1'idée d'une séparation nouvelle® (96), She is at cnce

the same, and yet different: "Tout en elle avait pris je ne sais quel

Yece 'Stances é1égiaques' (1829): "Du tronc & demi détache/ Far le
souffle des noirs autans,/lorsque la brenche desséchfe/ Revoit les beaux
jours du printemps,/ ... Elle sourit & la lumidre;/ Mais la verdure
printanidre/ Sur son front ne renattrs plus® (I, 65). ‘'Le Bonheur de la
maison' was originally published in the 'Mercure de France au XIX®
sidcle', t. xxxiii, 1831.

2’Hofﬁnann'a story is built up on a mysterious parallel between the hero's
love for Julia, and the love of Erasmus Spikher for the courtesan
Giulietta, who is an instrument of the devil, Nexval leaves this out
by anly translating part of the Novelle, but the strenge influence that
at times makes Julie into a hostile creature is only explicable by
reference to the half of the story he omitted., However, the faot that
Nerval chose, not only this particular story, but this particular part
of the story, is of great significance,
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caractdre &trange; il me sembla qu'elle &tait plus grande qu'autrefois et
que ses formes s'étaient développbes, de manidre 3 ajouter merveilleusement
4 sa besuté (96). She has about her "quelque chose d'antique; elle
reppelait les Vierges des peintures de Mieris,.. et pourtant il me semblait
avoir vu quelque part, de mes yeux bien ouverts, cet 8tre en qui Julie
s'était trensformée ... Rien ne lui manquait ... pour ressembler compldte-
ment & cette image d'autrefois, qui m'assaillait toujours plus vivante et
plus colorde” (98). Her behaviour alternates between a sweetness so
pressing that “"l'aimable printemps, que j'avais cru & jamais passé, res-
susoitait paré de couleurs éclatantes” (99), and an iromical, inhibited
coldness. We gather that she is under the spell of her spider-legged,
bulgy-eyed old husband, who, at the very moment when the hero thinks he is
reunited with her for ever, appears and drags her away,

If we leave aside the Hoffmannesque element of magic, this has
striking similarities to the situation in 'Sylvie'. Like Hoffmann's hero,
Nerval finds a childhood sweetheart whose beauty has been trensformed by
maturity, so that she is "différente d'elle~m8me (I, 274). Sylvie, like
Julie, has an antique cast of countenance, In 'Sylvie', as here, the
hero hopes to settle down with the childhood sweetheart he has found again,
The parallel, of course, is not exact: Julie is married to a repulsive old
man, whereas Sylvie is engaged to Nerval's foster-brether. But the
pattern is the same: the attempt at recapturing a past happiness which is
made vividly present when he sees the girl again. The image of the sudden
reflowering of the spring-time of youth recuperates the converse images

which were a theme of the lyric pieces.
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The ostensible object of Nerval's longing in a poem like 'Une Allée du
Luxembourg' is an accessible happiness., Yet this is projected into the
conditional mood, into an impossible might-have-been. Instead of pursuing
the attainable, Nerval selects other men's writings and shapes them into
patterns which meet his own emotional needs. And this is to be explained
only partly as the timid man's use of fantasy to compensate for his failure
to engage with reality. We note that what is attractive in Marguerite is
the tradition and atmosphere of simple happiness she represents, that
Nerval associates her with "souvenirs d'enfance®, that 'Les Aventures de
la soirée de Saint-Sylvestre' shows the hero's returmn to a childhood
sweetheart and that it is the older generation - the paternal generation -
which, in the 'Faust-drama', thwarts both the hero's desire for fame and
his projected marriage, What is already emerging, vaguely as yet, is the
vicarious expression of Nerval's longing to retum to the happy childhood

from which his father had removed him when he was seven years 016.1.

1'But there is nothing in that preposterous melodreme, 'Han d'Islande' to
suggest that Nerval's imagination was engaged in the same way as it is
by Hoffmann's story. L. Cellier is surely right to disagree with A,
Marie, who says: "G&rard, qui a passé & Saint-Germain, chez une tante,
quelques mois de 1l'année 1827, y a rencontré quelque Sidonie: ,,, alors
qu'il subit encore le charme de ce réve, 1'idylle d'Ordener et d'Ethel
1'a attaché eu romen &'Hagn d'Islande, tomb§ sous sa main" (A, Marie, 39),
As Cellier says, this is a gratuitous supposition, for in Nerval's

gdgtptation "1'idylle tient une place tout & fait secondaire" (Cellier,
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CHAPTER IV
JENNY

But if during the 1820's and early 1830's Nerval's fancy had been all
in the direction of the ordinary girl with whom a humdrum demestic happi-
ness could be achieved, from about 1834 onwards a new preoccupation comes
to the fore. The circumstances of the famous love-affair with Jenny
Colon are extremely hard to establish, but the follewing outline may be
accepted as a working hypothesis.

He saw her acting for the first time in 1834 or earlier, and wmtil
the winter of 1837-38 there was a period of silent adoretiom, during which
he founded le Monde drsmatique partly to further her career. He fell in
love with her partly because she was held to realise the dark-eyed,
reddish-blond ideal of feminine beauty which he and Gautier were seeking'.
There seems little doubt that his feelings were excited by a purely
literary imege before he even met the actress. The image would be given
a sert of spurious substance by her magical appearance om stage, by the
11lusion of a glamorous personality distilled by her acting, by the
emotions aroused by her singing and given shape by the situations of the

plays she performed in. As so often, it is Nerval himself who provides

1 ‘See the pen-portrait of Jenny Celen by Gautier, osmmissioned by Nerval,

* published in 'Les Belles Femmes de Faris' (A. Marie, 94); Letter 17;
'Du Bhein au Mein' (II, 1432); ‘Vers 1'Orieat (II, 28); Gautier's
'Caprices et sigsags', quoted by A. Marie, 126; Letter II, from Gautier;
'Un Tour dans le merd' (II, 875); 'Vers 1'Orient' (II, 375; 'Les Pexmes
du Caire' (II, 233-34); The e is either held to be Vemetian (exem-
plified in the work of Titian, Giorgicme, Verenese, etc, and celedbrated
by Gossi) or Flemish (exemplified in the 'Madeleine d'Anvers' of Rubens,
which the two friemds saw in 1836). The type is opulent and sensual,
with the charscteristic dark-eyed reddish-blond colourimg.
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the most lucid analysis of the not uncommon experiemce of falling in love
with an actress: 'Le théitre a cela de particulier, qu'il vous donne
1'illusion de connaltre parfaitement une incomnue ... l'actrice a ce
privildge d'exposer & tous un idéal que 1l'imagination de chacun interprdte
ot réalise & son 31"’1 . But this was written in 1846, 1In the early
stages of the relatienship, Nerval was toe precccupied with the subjective
manipulation of Jenny's image to comment on the process.

During the peried of silent adoretion, he produced two plays in
collaboration with Dumas, 'L'Alchimiste' and 'Pigquille', in which ome can
disoern a dramatised version of his ewn feelings about Jenny Colen before
he had dared approach her., ‘'L'Alchimiste' presents a cenflioct between
the glamorous public woman and the homely wife in which, as far as
Nexval's conception of thé play goes, the former has by far the greater

pewer of a1:1:mct.'ton2 .

'*On Mue Bonhomme, whom he saw acting in Caire (II, 191). Cempare the

passage from Constant's 'Adolphe' which Nerval copied into the 'Camet
de Dalbreuse': "L'amour supplée aux longs souvemirs, par une serte de
magie. Toutes les autres affections ont besoin du passé: 1'amour orde,
comme par enchantement, un passé dont il nous entoure. Il mous domne,
peur ainsi dire, la conscience d'avoir vécu, durant des années, avec un
8tre qui nagudre nous §tait presque étranger” (Richer, 'Expérience et
eréation', 325), See Appendix "A" for a fuller recomstructiom.

2"L'Alchimiste', a sert of "drame bourgecis" im bad Alexandrines, was
signed by Dumas and figures im his collected 'Théftre'. It has beea
recently published by M. Charles Dédéyan in 'Textes inédits et imtreu-
vables', which censtitutes the third velume of 'Gérard de Nerval et
1'Allemagne'. The play was not put on uatil April 1839, dut it appears
te have been originally scheduled for production in November 1836 (Let-
ter 22 and Note 4). Internal evidence bears out that it was writtem
before Nerval approached Jenny Colen, The discussion of the relative
contributions ef Nerval and Dumas is, of oourse, ooenjectural, My ocn-
clusions are confirmed by M. Jean Richer ('Expérience et oréation’, 77),



Some preliminary discussion of the respective contributions of Nerval
and Dumas is necessary. The platitudinous dediocatory verses give a clue:
Dumas is out to preduce a play with a ;::leaxbout hourgeeis moral incorpors-
ting a strong, sentimental part for Ida Ferrier. The heroine, Francesca,
is a paragon of comjugal fidelity whe, by her demenstratiens of virtue in
the best Sedaine-Augier tradition, defeats the Courtesan, La Maddelens,
mpngaenting the temptations of Wealth and Riotous Living to whioch her
husband is all too easily drewn,

At the same time, there are unmistakable sigms of Nerval's hand. The
here, Fasio, stands in the line of Nerval's Faust-figures: he is an
alchemist like his Master, Nicelas Flamel (330) and, like Flamel, a Faust
whe has settled down with his Marguerite. JFrancesca is another Fernelle.
Trus, her character shifts im the seocond half of the play: she becomes a
dominant Romantic heroine' . But Nerval's Francesca is the gentle wife of
the opening acts, and the happiness she provides is associsted with the
hero's relative obsourity and poverty, sec that his brief epulemce destreys
it. This is in keeping with the play's petit-bourgeels message, but it
alse corresponds to Nerval's imaginative scheme. The simple wife repre-
sents the mundane comfert and peace of mind which rewards the man whe
oarrieazg, safe profession tithout aspiring to fame and fortume, And in a
way which reminds us of the early lyries, the true value of this happiness
emerges only in the form of nostalgia, after it has been dispelled Wy

sudden wealth: "Les beaux jours sont restés dans la pauvre denenn"z.

1.
That Nervel was conscisus of the change im teme is apparent from his owmn

review of the play (0.C. II, 478). Cf also A, Narie, 138-39,
2'372. See also 4,01-402.



As, later, in 'Léo Burckart', the easy trust between man and wife is
broken when the husband becomes & man of consequence,

But the Francesca of the opening acts - Nerval's Fruncesca - is a
pale, uninteresting figure whom her husband neglects. In the review he
himgelf writes of "cet amour calme et bourgeois qui peut suffire aux
natures vulgaires" (0.C. II, 475). Whereas the earlier Faust-figure
desired money for the sake of Marguerite, and would not hear ef Satan's
fabled beauties, Fasio's wife is opposed to his alchemy. It appears as a
forbidden and almest shameful enterprise which is secretly commected with
his long-cherished dream of becoming rich emough te win Le Maddelena'.

The figure of the glamorous bdut imaccessible ocourtesan has, in Nerval's
conception if net in the play as a whole, replaced the humble wife as the
emotional centre of interest.

Nerval's undeclared feelings and seoret hopes with regerd to Jemay
Colem are invested im the ambiguous but potent figure of the public beauty
who may be wom with meney, Just as for the short-sighted Nerval the magi-
oal image of Jenny Colon would have been associated with her singing, so

Fasio, at a bal masqué, recognises la Maddelena by her voiooz. And 1t is

1’This emerges from the review (0.G. II, 474-475). Nerval does not avoid
the trep awaiting those who write reviews of their ewn plays - we leam
more about the relatienship from the review than frem the play itselrs!
Acocording to Gautier, Nerval worked on another play which has much the
same theme., The hero is an ambitious dootor (Nerval was a medical stu-
dent for three years) "qui dans som art trouvait de terridles ressources
pour arriver A ses fins” (of Fasio's alchemy). He had leved when he was
poer; and had been rejected (of Nerval's reidew of 'L'Alchimiste'), He
is determined to beceme rich so that he can win the lady, and asks her:
Yoot or, comment vous le faut-il? taché de sang ou taché de boue?*
(Gautier, 'Portruits et Souvenirs', 17-18, and A. Marie, 53-54),

2.800 3% & 1'280
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certain that Le Maddelena was connected in Nerval's mind with the kneeling
figure of Mary Magdelene in Ruben's 'Descent from the Cross' which he and
Gautier saw in Antwerp Csthedrel a few months before the play was finished,
and which belongs to the ;‘oddish-blond type of which Jenny was a living
exempla.r1 .

Yet, although the actress-figure replaces the village girl as the
centre of emotional interest, at the same time earlier patterns persist .
unchanged. Indeed, they are strengthened. The scene in which the rich
miser Grimaldi refuses to give his nephew Lelio the fortune left him by
his mother, who died when he was a baby, is clearly meulded by Nerval's
resentment at his father's refusal to make over the meney due te him from
his mother's do'ryz. Lelie's feelings about his mother, and the sudden
arrival of Grimaldi to snatech him away from the home in which he had been
brought up (361), are a transposition of the author's own experience. As
80 often, Nerval's secret or umconscious feelings appear indirectly as a
literary projection years before they emerge (but still discreetly) im the
"autobiogrephical® vo&c’ o For Fasio too, Grimaldi represents the

14300 especially Gautier's 'Caprices et Zigszags', quoted by A. Marie, 126,
See also 'Du Rhein au Meim', II, 1432; and the passages referred to in
Rete I, P. 106

2*Nerval's mother too, died when he was a baby., In real life, he accepted
Dr. Labrunie's retention of his mother's dowry (A. Marie, 60), and the
impulse to obtain his birthright by killing his father almost certainly
remeins unconscious, finding enly an indirect, ocensored expression. -
Nerval elsewhere attributes actions of his father to an umcle, in par
ticular the withholding of money he needed and which he felt was due to
him (see 'le Fandors', I, 353 and compare Letters 46 & 51),

3300 'Promenades et souvenirs' (1854), I, 159. Signifiocantly, it appears
thet Nervel has invented this scene and the role of Lelio, since they do
not figure in the sub-Shakespearean tragedy of 'Fazio' (by H.H, Milman
London, 1821) from which 'L'Alchimiste' is adspted. (See 0.C. II, 479).
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disapproving older generstion., Like the senators in the 'Faust-fragment',
he condemns the hero's creative aspirations, even threatening to tum him
out of his house., When Fasio's apparatus expledes and blows open the way
to the miser's treasure-store, he witnesses the murder of Grimaldi by
Lelio, The two mem, having thus become unwitting accoemplices, share the
money. Iater, each will incur in tum the guilt for the murder. We may
thus see Fasio and Lelio as the double projection of Nerval's hidden
resentment against a father who stands between him and wealth which will
win the courtesan, At the same time, the two men appear as rivals,

since Lelio seems to be the "amant en titre" of la Maddelena. The
pattern of identification which will emerge strongly im 'Léo Burckart' is
here adumbreted.

'Piquillo’ was put on in October 1837. Jemny Celem played Sylvia.
Although the part was originally to have been taken by Mme Damoreau, we
have seen in the case of 'L'Alchimiste’' how Nerval wrote his secret hopes
about Jenny into a rele intended for another actress, and there is every
indication that this precess is continued here.

In the first place, Nexrval seems already to be adjusting the
character of a famous cequette with a reputation for frivolity, ia very
much the same way as he will de later, when he has met Jemay, in the
Letters., The apparently heartless Sylvia is in fact ripe for a great
leve. Her reputation for being vain, flighty and pleasure-loving is
aocurate enough., But she is not so by temperament: she has made a
deliberate choice to avoid being subjugated by love, giving hersel?
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lightly to many men to avoid giving herself deeply to one. In the end
her growing love for Mendoce breaks down her desire to retain independence
by frivolity, and this woman, "m'ayant jemais aimé, ne voulant aimer
Jamais™ (137), is caught in her turn, as has already been predicted: "Nom,
Je ne direi plus de ces tendres paroles/ Dont la source m'est pas au
coeur ,.. Hélas! de ma coquetterie/ L'amour me punit aujeurd'hui" (132).

What makea it all the more likely that here Nerval is projecting his
owmn hopes about Jenny being similarly reformed by love, is that he puts
inte Sylvia's mouth words which seem to apply directly to himself, and
whioh are an explicit acknowledgment by the public figure of the reality
of an undeclared passion such as his (Sylvia is replying to scmecne's
surprise at the romantio behaviour of a character who is pursuing a woman
he has never spcken te): "Qu'y a-t-il d'6tonnant? a'a-t-on pas vu de ces
amours sympathiques, qu'un premier coup d'oeil allume dans deux coeurs?
est-il besoin de se connaltre pour se cherchex? est-il nécessaire de se
prarler pour s'8tre dit: 'Je t'aime'?" (120), This not enly sanctions
Nerval's silent adoration: it comes half-way to meet it. Sylvia also
corresponds (like la Maddelena) to Jemny Colen in that it is by her voice
that the hero recognises her (136). As with Nerval and Jemny, the thrill
of love is occasioned by her ainsin¢1 .

The 'Lettres & Jenny Coloa' are a baffling set of documents, But
the available evidence, fully reviewed in the Appendices to this Chapter,

1“4 15 significant that there is no Marguerite-figure in 'Piquille'. Bven
80, in the recognition theme which plays an important part in this work,
there is the hint of later works :l.n vhich the humble little girl will
appear as a facet of the aoctress's multiple perlomliv 'Corilla' and
'Les Confidences de Nicolas' (see below, p.14k).
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points to their being the remnants of a real correspondence dating from the
winter of 1837-38, when the relative success of 'Piquillo' had emboldened
Nerval to declare his love. The relationship was short-lived, since in
April 1838 Jenny made a "safe" marriage with the flautist Leplus,
Unfortunately we canmot tell how far the manuscripts reflect the
actual course of the affaire. We can postulate the order in which Nerval
left them and thus establish a coherent na.r:ma‘l:ivo1 , but this may represent
& rearrangement fifteen years after the sevent, The difficulty is that the
Letters belong somewhere between life and literature, They are dmfts, or
copies, of letters which were originally designed to be sent, and some of
which mey have been sent, Yet the manuscripts were carefully kept, and
Nerval entertained seversl projects for an epistolary novel based on them,
The letters themselves announce the intention, or the temptation, of
dramatising his love, of turning life into litersature: "j'arrange
volontiers ma vie comme un roman" (IX); and again: "le beau rcman que Je
vous écrirais, si j'étais meins sinodre"” (m)z. M. Jean Richer thinks
that the 'Carnet de Dolbreuse', whioh he is to publish, shows that "Nerval
& été hanté, et probablement s 18331834, par 1'idée d'un roman dérivant,
en somme, de W"j. In 1842, a few months after the death

;:809 Appendix "B", .

Variant: "le beau roman que je ferais pour vous si ma pensée était plus

3 calmel® (1),
‘Private letter dated November 1960. Unfortunately, in a more recent letter
(October 1964), M. Richer tolls me that the publicatiea of 'Delbreuse' i
indefinitely postponed. Thus there is at present no means of following up
his extremely interesting suggestion (follewing J.'.Knollor) that the hero
of 'Dolbreuse', Olivier, is modelled on Rousseau: imitating Rousseau's
l?ffg_i_.g with Sophie d'Houdetot, Nerval invented Olivier to project his fan-

sies about Jenmmy befere, durimg and after his g_‘f_&;g with her (J.

'Expérience et création’, 212, and J.W. Kneller, 'Nerval and Rouaﬁuu%ch”’
March 1953, Kneller, having pointed out references, parellels and (perhp,pgs
borrowings from Rousseau's novel, concludes that the influence was
superficial,
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of Jenny Colon, Nerval published six of the letters under the title of 'Un
Roman & faire', attributing them to a certain "chevalier Dubourjet" with
whom he clearly identifies h:i.llself1 . It is probable that he would have

used them in the epistolary novel of which, he says in a manuscript fragment
of the Preface to 'les Filles du feu' (I, 1178-79), 'Le Roman tragique' was
part, and which would perhaps have turned into the movel announced in
January 1854, 'L'Illustre Brisacier'z. And despite Jean Richer's contrary
theory, it does appear that Nerval intended to insert some of the letters

in 'Aurélia’, which is fictionalised autobiography’. Minally, the literary
nature of the letters is underlined by Nerval in 'Premensades et souvenirs':
*j'appris le style en écrivant des lettres de tendresse ou d'amitié ... J'y
retrouve fortement tracée 1l'empreinte de mes lectures d'alors, surtout de
Diderot, de Rousseau et de Sénancourt" (I, 157). Nomme Rinsler is surely
right when she sgys: "the value of this work as an imaginative act far
eutweighs any factual biographical value which may have been attributed to
1t
We cannot know when, to what extent, or why, Nerval rewrote the
original letters. Certainly there are many passages when he is striving
for effect, over-writing, imdulging in the rhetoric of the unhappy Remantic
lover. The extent of literary inflation may perhaps be judged by com-
Parison with Letter XV which, with its normal, relexed tone and its oomntext
of a daily routine, could well figure in the main body of Nerval's corres-

pondence. Does this reflect the unpolished state ef the letters Nerval

Ve30e Chapter VI, 138-40.
2'800 Senelier N° 1,199.
3:8e Appendix "B*, 579-581.
l"'N. Rinsler, 236.



actually sent, in contrast to those he later “wrote up" for publication?
If this were so, the bulk of the letters might be supposed to be no more
than exercises in style, as he suggests himself in 'Promenades et
souvenirs', the chief model being 'La Nouvelle Hélefse' .

But the truth is surely more complex. The exalted tone goes beyond
mere pastiche, the tension arises from a deeper anxiety than is likely to
be occasioned by a preoccupation with style. Xven if the re-writing tock
Place after the affaire with Jenny was over, because Nerval had decided
that it was a pity to waste good copy, the fact remains that the material
being dealt with is rooted in his own experience, The initial experience,
of course, was far from spontanecus. Nerval's image of the singer was
formed before he met her: she conformed, he thought, to an essentially
literary ideal of feminine beauty, and his wishes about her help to shape
the plays written during the period of silent adoration., But once he had
approached her, imagination and reality came uneasily together. It is
surely the attempt to reconcile the two that gives the 'Lettres & Jemny
Celon' their febrility and their peculiarly tense formality. The Letters
are above all the first-hand record of Nerval's attempt to impose a subd-

Jeotive truth, born of his longings, on the intrectable material of the

1 The mysterious Letter XXI suggests the curious possidility that Nexrval
might have written actual letters to Jenny in which he referred her to
the inflated, literary versioa of the 'Lettres & Jemny Celea' that he
intended to publish as an epistelary novel, 'Delbreuse’, evem invi
her to reply in kind., «His request for her to reply - with the impli-
oation that he is the auther of the letters, would sesm to invalidate
Senelier's intriguing theory that the reference is te letters by Rous-
seau published in 1840 (Senelier, No 942 bis). The problem can be
solved by assuming that Nerval is referring to the intended publiocaticm
of 'Dolbreuse’, but this, like Senelier's theory, remains speculative, -
The suggestion in the third edition of I, that this is the draft of a
letter to Marie Pleyel, does not seem particularly helpful.



116

relationship. It is, after all, his life ("ma vie") which is being
arranged as a novel, and he is too sincere, too agitated, to give way to
the pleasures of pure romancing. Certainly he is giving a literary
verasion of his love-affair - but it is a version in which his om feelings
are genuinely engaged. The letters are indeed, as Nerval himself says,
the product of "une dme qui a réellement pensé et souffert" ('Un Romen &
faire', I, 1250), Nerval is emotionally more than aesthetically involved
in the problems of composition1 , and Jemny Colon was not simply "un pré-
texte A lyrisme"z. The inflated style, the ¥literary" tome, are
themgelves symptons of self-drematisatiom. The literary version of an
unsuccessful love-affair is an occasion for narcissism: the letters offer
Nerval an image of himself which is passicnate and herois. Yet they do
80 without changing the basic donmées of the sitmt:loa3 . Whereas in s
play like 'L'Alohimiste' imaginative projections had to be accommodated to
the demands of the genre, here the claims of the imagination must adapt

themselves to the fact of Jenmy's indifference.

Vethe manuscripts were evidently extant before the 'Romen & faire'
publication of 1842, which suggests that the rewritimg, if net contem-
poraneous with the affaire, toek place fairly seem after it., Jean
Richer suggests that the rewriting took place at the time of composition
(see Appendix "a", 388).

Z'R. Bizet, 'la Doudble Vie de Gérard de Nerval'.

3 ‘Nerval himself shows how it is pessible to be self-comscicus and sincere
at one and the same time: "Je vous ai dit mes seuffrances avec le
sourire sur les ldvres, de peu de vous effrayer; Je vous ai reconté
avec calme des choses qui me tenaient au ceeur ...; Je faisais ainsi 1a
parodie de mes prepres émotioms; 4l me semblait qu'il était questien
d'wn autre” (Letter IT). This self-censcieusness may well arise im the
ocompesition of the letters themselves, J.-P. Richard quotes this
PAssage as an example of the duality ef self in Nerval ?"lscompm.
magique de Nerval', 60).
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For, although we cannot use the letters to build up a picture of what
actually happened, we can deduce the nature of the relationship, and in
particular the way in which Jenny treated Nerval. The picture that
emerges is not flattering., She is a coquette taking advantage of a men
hopelessly in love with her, now leading him on (II bis, 35-36), now
forcing him into humiliating ab jectness by the threat of a break (VI), now
exaoting a total and unrewarded allegiance (XI), now teasing him into
protestations of fidelity by pretending to suspect that he is fickle (IX),
She is an expert. If this were in doubt, one has only to read her letter
to Doche (I, 743) for confirsation'. One simple, vital fact emerges:
she did not love Gérard de Nerval, and there was no hope for him, For
her, he is no more than a minor admirer. But for him, she is everything,
and the fact of her indifference is impossible to face. He has staked
all - his happiness, his career, even his life - on wimning her love. He
is entirely dependent em her, at the meroy of her lightest word or action
(xIv, 7-8), her plaything, her puppet. Thus we have a devious dialectic
which seeks to reconcile what she was with what he wanted her to be.

There is the continual background awareness that she does not love
him, But it is never drought out and contemplated. Clear evidence that

she finds him unattrective is balanced by the assertiom that their love

1+3¢e also a letter from Jenny to an unidentified cerrespendent (Alfred),
included in the third edition eof I, She was clearly promiscuous, and
bad four children befere she was twenty-five. She could de kind, but she
was also capable of treating Nerval harshly (see J. Semelier, 'Recherches
ot découvertes', 15; also Letter II, 2; VI, 1-2; XIV, 1=6; IXVII, 11~
12). She seems to have been warm-hearted but flighty: "Néfies-vous! nem
pas de votre ceeur, qui est bon, mais de votre humeur, qui est légdre et
changeente!® (VI, 15-16). - My figures refer to line-numbers,
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exists on a transcendental level far above mere physical contact (XII,
1-11), He keeps the truth out of focus by presenting it in the con-
ditional mood (VI, 3-8 and XVII, 11-13), or by concealing it in mitigating
factors (VII, 9-14). Or again, by inventing a mystery to explein her
caprices, he avoids the real explanation in all its sinplicit:y1 . Her
behaviour is interpreted as an immediate and detailed respomse to his:

her coquetry becomes the consequence of his advances, her resistance is
proportional to his grend passion (XVI). The most recalcitrent behaviour
is re-interpreted and fitted in to his subjective scheme, Nexval is
suffering from the delusion that strong feeling must arocuse strong feeling.
It cannot be true that she does not love him because if it were the whole
foundation of imagined happiness would be removed.

This dialectic precludes objectivity. Observation is inhibited not
s0 much by a defect in the observing faculty as by a dread of seeing what
is really there - and one should stress again that this is quite a common
Wweakness, not one peculiar to Nerval. The object is to preserve at all
costs the illusion of a possible happiness with her that he has built up,
He darerot risk the despair that would result from a complete break (VI),
Instead of fulfilment in the present, the past is used as & guamntee for a

hypothetiocal mtumz. The moment of consummation is postponed

1.J.~P, Richard sees the 'Lettres & Jenny Colea' as a labyrimth of subjec-
tive feelings whose megative centre is the void comstituted by her
absence of response ('Géogrephie magique de Nerval', 25-26).

20me evasion of the present ocours im Letters IT (27-31) and VII (45£f),
When he is apart from her he feels that letters are inadequate te express
his feelings (XIII, 19-26); but attempts te express them im persca end
in humiliation, and "je me me sens fort que lein de¢ ves yeux" (xIv). No
doubt this fitted in with Jenny's strategy, for the ecquette likewise
lives on unresclved situations and pestpones the moment of orisis for as
long as possidle.



indefinitely. He knows that women expect to be conquered, but their love
is exceptional and transcends the rules of normal relationships (IX).

It is intensity of desire rather than the lack of it which prevents a
normal consummation., Letter V shows that Nerval could obtain sexual
gratification only with a woman who excites him because she resembles
Jenny but who, because she is nd more than a caswml oconquest, does not
intimidate him, Possession can take place only by proxy, as an imagina-
tive act. Hence the story that Nerval, before he had even met Jenny,
purchased a bed in which to receive her, There is evidence, too, that he
had erotic dreams'. Sexusl excitement exists apart from the ostensibdle
object. When he is first confronted with Jenny in the flesh, on the
other hand, Nerval's instinct is to retreat (VII, 30-40). Of course the
instinct is suppressed, but his later analyses of this situation suggest
that Jenny in perscn was a disappointment, that his emotional respcnse is
not as freely arcused by the reality as it was by the 1-1302. Desire is
awkward because it is subjective rather than direct. We may imagine that,
for all its intensity, it did not mamifest itself im that straightferward
and rather predatory imtentness to whioh womea respond. Nerval himself is
clearly aware of this, and this is why he seeks to postpone the momeat of

oonsumation3 .

1.
See 'Notes manusorites', I, 424; 'Carnet du Voyage em Orient', II, 711 &
Mb; 'Aurdlia', I, 412-13,

2.

In 184 he describes how an actress of one of the theatres of the

Boulevard du Temple came down into the audience, enmabling them to

"toucher du doigt (leur) idéal". "Bien des sylphides de nos grands
trea", remarks Nerval, "ne gagneraient rien & se faire voir de ai

prds” (0.C, VIII, 72-73). In 1850 'Les Confidenoes de Nicolas' again

points out that one is likely to be disappointed if cne comes face to

face with an actress who has been worshipped from afar (II, 1001),

3.
8ee IX 4~11 and passim; XI, 25ff; XII, 1-11; XVII, 15f¢,



The uneasy attempt to attach a purely subjective emotiom to the
particular person who is its ostensible object leads to over-emphasis,
clumsiness and & tense self-consciousness. Only when he is with the
prostitute who seems to him to be the image of Jenny, can Nerval succeed
sexually, And the typical love-situation in his work will be that the
desired woman slways stands for someone else, Yet the empty sexual grati-
fication with Jenny's substitute leaves Nerval with the guilty feeling that
she has profaned his ideal, together with the despairing sense eof the
ideal's impossible remoteness. The experience is impoverishing. The
serenity of the Mediterranean scene, like his night of leve, has no power
to enchant him, and he is on the poﬁt of leaping from the cliff to find
death in the blue, pure sea. Death thus appears as a means ef recovering
purity (V, 67-97), ef expiating guilt by transcendimg the imperfect sexual
uniea,

This experience is the germ for many future develepments. The first
is in Letter V itself when he imagines its positive equivaleat: after a
night of ecstasy, having tasted the reality of which the Neapolitam
adventure was only the shadow, Death comes to claim him, 8he appears in
the form of a gentle, natem11 woman who promises him etermal peace
(V, 16-28). The mement of maximum intensity is thws rescued from bathos,
and once again there is the refreshing prospect of purity and pease. But
this is imagined only. When Nerval does possess Jemny, Joy is marred by
an excess of feeling which is as though godlike and too powerful for human

faculties to contain. This too gives rise to a lemging for inmocence

1.She 1s "bonne et secourable", addresses him as " jeune homme®,

M
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regained, for a return to "(le) temps od mon amour, imconmu de vous, était
pur et céleste" (XVIII). The theme of love and death is here initiated:
death as an escape from the guilt of vicarious and therefore empty love-
Raking; death as a means of transcending and perpetuating the moment of
intensity; death in maternal guise as a retum to peace and purity.

This appears to me to arise originally out of Nerval's despair at his
failure to engage with reslity. The original experience is megative, It
is not in the first place a comsequence of the uncomscious identification
of the beloved with the lost mother. But we shall see later how this
grows into the idea of death as a means to reunion with the lost love or
the lost mother. Once again, Nerval's imaginative processes must be seen,
not as a single imaginative pattern existing unchamged since infancy, but
as an endlessly dynamic development through time, as a series of responses
to changing circumstances, or as a set of variations on a central theme
whose outline emerges hesitantly and gredually, hardens and deepens with
the years, but is mever finally resolved.

There is no easy escaps from reality imto futaly1 « On the contrary,
Nerval is struggling with the agonising problem of reocomeiling the two.
Hemce the all-pervading symptoms of inhibitiom and hyper-temsion. Hence
also the restless oscillation between two extreme positions. Oa the ome
band there is a total abdicatiom, an unconditiomal dcvotionz. Avoiding
the inference that she is the wrong kind of woman, he takes the Ylame for

14Cf Gautier: "Balsao admireit Weaucoup cet élen sublime d'imgination qui
supprimait la réalité et arrivait droit & sa chimdre sans tenir compte du
temps ni des obatacles" ('Portraits et souvenirs', 35).

2,
See IIT, 6-11; Vv, 10-15; X, 11-16; XII, 13-14.
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her heartless treatment of h.'a.m1 « Yet the self-abnegation is not quite

straightforward, the admission of guilt is not quite ungrudging. Even
when offering his services, he is insisting on his rights: "J'ai voulu me
montrer 4 la fois un homme sérieux et timide, un homme utile et exigeant®
(VII, my italics). Humility mingles with arrogance, dedication with
demand®. There is more than a trace of attitudinizing (XVI, 5 ff) and of
complacent self-regard. The very oddity of his behaviour becomes a
matter for prldej . Both extremes are defensive positions providing a
refuge from the stark, central truth of Jemny's indifference from which
the mind always swerves aside.

The very fact that Nerval inten&ed to put to literary.use what were
originally authentic love-letters, is highly significant. The relation-
ship with Jenny Colon finds extension not in time and space, not in
reality, but in imaginative literature. And Nerval's imeginative treat-
ment of his experience is not definitive. He may write in ‘Aurélia':
"une dame que j'avais ail‘g' ceo Stait perdue pour moi® (I, 363),
suggesting for a moment that he is capable of accepting the finality of
losa. But this is much later, and even then 'Aurélia' will turn out to
be an interpretation of his dreams and visions designed to show that the
loss was not final after all, The set of Nerval's oreative imagination
is apparent, The 'Lettres 4 Jenny Colon' reveal, but skirt round, the

ocentral fact that he has been paying court to a women who is quite

12'3“ I, 16-33; also II, 2-3; VIII, 1-6; IX, 2-4; XII, 1-2; XIV, 10-20.
3.8” also IT bis; XX, 63-67.
‘S8ee VII, 9-14; IX, 34-36; XI, T-8.



unsuitable, Indeed, they may be seen as an elaborate literary subterfuge
intended to disguise it. Thus, though we can deduce the nature of the
relationship (her imperious coquetry, his awkvardness), and though there
are many flashes of lucidity and even of irony, reflecting an intermittent
self-awareness, the Letters are not primarily an analysis of the paycho-
logical realities of the situation. They are rather a histrionilc
extension of it,

This failure to come to grips with the situation is capital in
Nerval's life and in the history of his work., The creative imagination
engages with a given situation, but the 'Lettres & Jemny Colon' do not
resolve it, and later works based on the game situation tend to prolong it,
in a series of variations. In terms of Nerval's life, this means that a
clear recognition of failure and the reasons for failure would perhaps
have enabled him to enter into ancther affaire with his eyes open, and
therefore with some chance of success. But the affaire ';.th Jenny is
never liquidated, Instead of being regarded as what has not been, it
remains as what might have been -

*What might have been is an abstraction

Bemaining a perpetual possibility

Only in a world of speoulation"1 .
The possibility is kept open, and when it is used in later works like
‘Corilla’, it will again be inconclusively rearrenged rether than
definitively analysed.

1.
7.8, Eliot, 'Burnt Norton'.
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CHAFTER V

RETURN TO MARGUERITE

In his early twenties, Nerval transfers an unsatisfied adolescent love
to the substitute realm of literature, and in his translations and adapta-
tions of 'Faust', the dominating theme is the hero's marriage to the sweet
and unaffected Marguerite (Chapter III). But during the period of silent
adoration of Jenny Coleon, the village sweetheart is obscured by the more
glamorous figures of La Maddelena and Sylvia, who clearly correspond to
Jenny, Nerval is expressing his hopes of becoming wealthy enough to win
the actress ('L'Alchimiste'), and of the reputedly flighty lady being
reformed by a great love ('Piquillo'). When he does approach her, the
relationship is unsuccessful, but the 'Lettres & Jenny Colon', situated
somewhere between life and literature, tend to prolong rather than resolve
his frustrated hopes, and he will later transpose the situation (still
unresolved) in 'Corilla‘.

However, immediately after the affaire with Jenny had been ocut short
by her marriage to the flautist Leplus, Nerval's imagination reverts to the
earlier possibility. This is dramatically illustrated by a study of the

two versions of 'Léo Bumkart'1 .

1.'Léo Burckart'! was also written in collaboration with Dumas. The two men
worked on it in Germany in the Summer of 1838, a few months after Jenny's
marriage., The first version is used for J, Richer's edition in the
series "Le Drame romantique”. The second version is given in 'Sylvie,
suivie de L&o Burckart et de Aurélia', ed, H. Cloyard. It is announced
that 0.C. IV will give both versions (Senelier, N. 2,442). To decide who
contributed what, reference should be made to J. Richer's edition, to
Senelier N22 295 & 298 and to Letter 265, Evidence is somewhat oonflic-
ting, but we can conclude that Nerval was chiefly responsible for the play,
which he signed, and that it was he who rewrote it, so that scarcely any-
thing remained of Dumas' contribution in the second version., - 'Léo
Burckart' is a fine politicel melodrema, and no apology is needed (as in
the case of 'L'Alchimiste' and 'Piquillo') for discussing it.
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In the first version the feelings of the revolutionary atudent Frentz
Lewald for the aristocratic Diana de Waldeck, mistress of the Prince, are
plainly a literary transposition of Nerval's retrospective attitude to his
own recently closed liaison with Jenny Colon., This is at once a critical
analysis of his own feelings, and an imaginative adjustment of the affaire's
outcome,

Frantz's attitude to Diana comes out clearly in the 'Prologue'. He
is discussing his feelings for her with Marguerite, wife of Léo Burckart;
he has lost Diana, but he still loves her - or so he thinks, Marguerite
consoles him and teases him, gently. She does not take his love for Diana
at all seriously: "cet amour était un amour d'enfant, tout entier dans la
t8te" (285). His emotions were auto-suggested; she, Marguerite, it is
implied, can see his feelings for what they were, whereas Diana, the cause
of those feelings, was taken in by them. Frants's tragic airs are made
to look rather silly, as Marguerite shrewdly analyses the way he nurses the
pain caused by Diana's absence until it has become "un désespoir réel”
(285), the way he has exaggerated his own feelings, and the way he puts a
false, subjective interpretation on her actions (287). In & few shrewd,
ironical, kindly words the factitious nature of an "amour de t8te" is
revealed. Exalted feelings are not the same as love, Having put his
hero in the same unhappy position as himself, Nerval can stand back from
his experience, smiling ruefully, but seeing it oritically and olearly,

But despite this calm recognition that the excitement of a self-

suggested emotion is net love, and that such feelings would die if they
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were not nursed, Nerval has also written into this 'Prologue' the painful
and recent memory that exaltation may cause anguish, even though it is not,
pPerhaps because it is not, inspired by a genulne feeling for the woman in
question, The febrile and sterile activity of the mind possessed by a
purely subjective excitement is self-wounding, There is a desperate note
in Frantz's voice which we have heard before, in the 'Lettres & Jenny', and
the feelings which had been criticised for their subjectiviam nevertheless
remain sufficiently intense to keep a certain validity, Diana makes an
ambiguous speech (293) which leaves open the possibility that she was in
love with Frantz all the time and only refused him because she had realised
that he was not truly in love with her.‘I The very weakness of the subjec-
tive lover's position is exploited to salvage his pride. Behind this,
there is the suggestion that perhaps Jenny Colon, like Diana, may have
refused her lover with a breaking heart, simply because she recognised that
he had deluded himself into a passion that would be ephemeral.

But this is suggested deviously and unobtrusively, and the main
tendency of 'Léo Burckart' is to show that the young man's love for the
famous Diana de Waldeck was a temporary aberretion. He never really
loved her, Instead, he discovers gradually that he had secretly been in

love with Marguerite all the time. This is all the more convineing to

1'Compare '"Corilla': "lLe seigneur Fabrice n'adore en moi que l'actrice
peut-8tre, et son amour a besoin de la distance et de la rampe allumée”
(I, 346); and 'Sylvie': "vous ne m'aimeg pas!... vous cherchez un
drame, voild tout® (I, 295). It is probable that Jemny Colon would have
made similar objections to Nerval, but the evidence of the Letters is
that she would have reised them, not because she loved him too much and
did not want to be hurt, but because she loved him too little and aig not
want {o be bothered.
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the imagination, and therefore all the more soothing for the wounded ego,
if this love had been unconscious.

In the first version we can see the transference asctually taking
Place. Already in the 'Prologue' the alert reader is aware of an un-
stated feeling for Marguerite on the part of Frants: the classic
situation of the hero who is secretly in love with the go-between., The
trensference is prepared for before the final break with Diana:

"Frantz - Que vous 8tes bonne! Oh, si elle avait votre

coeur! Oh, si c'efit &t4 vous que j'eusse aimée!
Marguerite - Nouvelle folie!
Frantz -~ Cela n'est pas. Mais cela aurait pu 8tre. BEt,
aujourd'hui, jJe serais heureux" (288-89).

Frantz's love for Marguerite is expressed first in the conditional
mood. The imagination passes easily from the proposition: "if only she
had been like you", to its logical corollary: "if only you had been in
her place",

Circumstances conspire to bring his feelings out: Marguerite is to
accompany her husband to prison, and Frantz's reaction reveals that his
feelings have passed beyond the friendship which as yet is all that he
Proclaims: "Tenez, il vous fallait un malheur pour que je sentisse toute
la force de mon amitié pour vous® - and he offers to follow her in her
misfortune, to follow her, indeed, to the end of the world (310), Then
comes a melodramatic shiftt of fortune which throws them together:
Marguerite's husband is to move, not to prison, but to the highest office

at the Leipzig court, and she is more neglected than ever,



-
D
)

In Act 1I, Frantz's love comes right out into the open - the final
stage of the transference, moving the inception of love further and
further back into the past: "Ah! vous savez bien que je ne 1l'aime plus
(Diana), n'est-ce pas, ou plutdt que je ne 1l'ai jamais aimée ... J'allais
& vous, je vous parlais d'elle., Mais aujourd'hui, j'en suis & me
demander si, m®me 3 cette épogue, c'était bien pour elle que j'allais &
vous" (385). What was only a desired possibility has become a distinot
probability, formulated positively. He goes on to say that if he were
certain that she was happy with Léo, he could find the strength to leave
her, But, of course, she is not happy (though she will not admit it),
and this leaves room for hope. He at last declares his love openl.y1 .
What started as wishful thinking has quickly reached the status of an
avowed fact,

Pressed as to whether she loves him in returm, she will not answer
and he takes this as a sign that she does., His monologue shows that
love, in changing its object, has not changed its manner (388). The same
conflicting attitudes of the Nerval-Jenny and Frents-Diana affaires are
here reproduced. The hero's emotion is aroused not by the beloved
herself, but by the heightened atmosphere of a society ocoasion. And her
feelings are deduced from an interpretation of her silence, which to the

subjectivist is as eloquent as speech., Her supposed understanding of his

1.
The tone and sentiment of these speeches are often strikingly close to

the 'Lettres & Jenny': "Marguerite, Marguerite, od trouverez-vous un
homme qui vous soit plus dévoué, un coeur qui soit plus vdtre, une
existence plus heureuse de se sacrifier pour vous?"



feelings (which he did not properly understand himself) immediately
develops into a no less hypothetical response to them. A motive is
supplied for her silence: although she loved him all along, a timid young
girl is not in a position to choose her husband, and she had to acoept the
cold-hearted Lo, - It is on these shaky foundations that Frantgz builds
the assertion that true love is not simply a literary convention - not
simply a product of the overheated imagination (as his passion for Diana
had been). It exists, and he has found it,

The transfer to Marguerite is complete. At this point in the play
(Act II) there seems to be a serious possibility that the increasingly
neglected Marguerite will finally succumb to Frants's ever bolder advances.
Nerval has shifted the centre of interest from Diana to Marguerite., And
in re-writing the play he strongly endorses the ohange, for in the second
version, as M, Richer points out, "il n'a jamais &té question d'amour
entre Frantz Lewald et Diana de Waldeck"1 . The roles of the two women
are reversed; Diana is now the go-between and confidante of Frantz's love
for Marguerite, on whom Frants's attentions are now focussed exclusively.
What is more, the suggestion in the first version that they might have
known each other when she was a young girl, is here fully implemented,
He is a favourite ex-pupil of her father and has known her since childhood.
He is an old friend of the family, perhaps even a rehtionz. What is

Bore, it appears that there was a childish attachment between them (144),

J. Richer, 'Nerval et ses deux Léo Burckart', 'Mercure de France',
December 1949, which presents the then unpu'bliahed Prologue of the
first version.

2,
*See 143, 144, 177, 235.
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and in the course of the second version the idea that Marguerite might
have married him and not Léo is even more strongly felt than in the first.
For the first time in Nerval's work, the hero retums to a girl he knew in
childhood - not, it is true, with the conscious desire to renew the
acquaintance; but this situation, which will be the basis of ‘'Sylvie', is
already strongly adumbrated.

The most important changes occur in the 'Prologue', which Nerval
extensively rewrote. It is not Frantz, but Diana, who describes meeting
Marguerite again after all these years and finding her changed almost
beyond recognition. Yet the scene is surely a reminiscence of 'Les
Aventures de la soirde de Saint-Sylvestre', where it was the hero who had
this experience. As in 'Les Aventures', the meeting takes place at a
soire given by a local worthy. "Je ne l'ai reconnue que la dernidre”,
Diana tells Frantz, "et je me demandais, un moment avant, quelle était
donc cette belle personne qui venait & moi" (144)'.  Nerval is well m
the way to attributing to his own hero this experience of rediscovering a
childhood sweetheart transformed into a mature beauty.

In borrowing this situation from Hoffmann, Nerval mekes it his own,
If the imaginative basis of the scene is 'La Soirée de Saint-Sylvestre!,
it reads also like a sketoh for 'Sylvie', Both Marguerite and Sylvie are
childhood sweethearts transformed by maturity. In both works, there is

an uncle or avuncular figure who has been the hero's teacher. In both,

1,
Cf in 'Les Aventures': ™"Tout en elle avait pris Je ne sai