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Abstract 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis examines the representation of the body in the works of George Sand. 

While the body as a subject of analysis in literary studies is well established, Sand’s 

novels are generally reduced to a sentimental or idealist mode of writing whose focus 

is on the inner, emotional life of an individual. Moreover, where studies of the body 

have looked at Sand’s texts, they have tended to be limited to particular novels, 

especially those of the 1830s and 1840s, concluding that the body’s absence in Sand’s 

works is a result of her gender. Through analyses of a range of texts from across Sand’s 

career (such as Le Secrétaire intime, Flavie, Francia, and the unfinished Albine Fiori), 

this thesis problematizes the notion of the absent body, proposing instead that we 

should read Sand’s texts through a mythopoetics, an approach to writing that 

incorporates a multitude of symbolic elements to encourage an understanding of the 

body that combines the material and the metaphysical. This reading privileges the 

figure of Corambé, a mythic deity invented by Sand during her childhood and 

described in her autobiography. Examining Sand’s autobiography for traces of her 

coming to writing, the first chapter of the thesis places Corambé at the centre of Sand’s 

mythopoetics, as a being that symbolizes the potential of altruism, empathy, and 

creativity, but resists any fixed form. The subsequent chapters read Sand’s novels 

under the sign of Corambé, turning to Sand’s fictional depictions of bodies and her 

engagement with realism, symbolism, religion, and medicine to argue that Sand’s texts 

promote an alternative approach to the corporeal that accounts for a variety of different 

forms of experience. Instead of a fundamental idealism, such a reading instead 

suggests that Sand’s approach is based on an acceptance of the real qualities of an 

individual and a rejection of the ideal as a product of the masculine imagination, 

thereby repositioning Sand as a writer fully engaged in the questions of her age, and 

interrogating our understanding of her place within what we might call the canon.
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Madame Sand will die, but not her imagination. 

Henry James1 

 

Sand and the Body 

 

On 15 May 1848, George Sand was in Paris. She had spent the preceding two months 

thoroughly swept up in the republican fever that followed Louis-Philippe’s abdication 

and the proclamation of the Second Republic, at the head of which were her friends 

Alphonse de Lamartine and Alexandre Auguste Ledru-Rollin. Through these 

associations she found herself at the epicentre of power, penning the Bulletins de la 

République that issued instructions to provincial mayors, and writing pieces to 

encourage popular support in the provinces for the new, socialist, provisional 

government. On 15 May a march took place in Paris in protest against the 

government’s lack of intervention in the Polish constitutional crisis, but the event was 

hijacked by revolutionaries who formed an armed mob, declared the National 

Assembly dissolved, and unsuccessfully attempted to form their own insurrectionary 

government. In the thick of things on the rue de Bourgogne, George Sand passed by a 

café where a woman harangued the passing crowd. Sand inquired as to the identity of 

this woman, only to be told to her surprise that this woman was, in fact, George Sand 

(Corr., VIII, pp. 461-62).  

This account of the incident is provided by Sand herself, once in a letter to her 

friend and collaborator on La Vraie République, Théophile Thoré, and again in a letter 

she wrote but never sent, possibly with the intention of sending it to the Prefect of 

Police, Marc Caussidière, to assure him that she was not involved in the unrest that 

took place that day, or perhaps, Georges Lubin postulates, she intended it as an open 

letter (Corr., VIII, p. 467 n. 1). Its authenticity might well therefore be questioned. It 

was, after all, in Sand’s interest for there to have been a woman conveniently mistaken 

for her in the same location. But this incident also reflects a wider sense that George 

                                                           
1 Henry James, ‘Mademoiselle Merquem: A Novel’, Nation, 16 July 1868, reproduced in Literary 

Criticism: French Writers; Other European Novelists; The Prefaces, ed. by Leon Edel (New York: 

Library of America, 1984), pp. 696-701 (p. 700). 
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Sand’s body was up for grabs, not quite her own, subject to the significations projected 

onto it. In spite of Henry James’s declaration cited at the beginning of this thesis, it 

seemed precisely that Madame Sand – her body, at least – would not die, her form 

incessantly reanimated while her imagination was forgotten in the dark spaces of her 

tomb. 

As a writer, and one of nineteenth-century France’s bestselling writers at that, 

this is quite extraordinary, and the appropriations and re-workings of Sand’s body are 

widespread. In a sketch by Louis Boulanger she is depicted as Mary Magdalene, and 

Janis Bergman-Carton has suggested Sand as the model for Eugène Delacroix’s 

Madeleine dans le désert, linking Sand to a narrative of redemption and suggesting 

prior bodily sin.2 Criticism levelled against Sand’s works, too, was often framed in 

bodily terms. Proudhon wrote that ‘cette femme écrit comme elle pisse’;3 Jules Renard 

reconfigured her as the ‘vache bretonne de la littérature’;4 Baudelaire objected to her 

‘style coulant’, astonished that anyone could be enamoured with ‘cette latrine’;5 and 

the Goncourt brothers reconciled the public status of Sand and Germaine de Staël with 

their womanhood by declaring in 1857 that ‘Le génie est mâle. L’autopsie de Mme de 

Staël et de Mme Sand aurait été curieuse: elles doivent avoir une construction un peu 

hermaphrodite’.6 Even Gustave Flaubert, who would later become Sand’s close friend, 

wrote to Louise Colet in 1852 that ‘dans G[eorge] Sand, on sent les fleurs blanches; 

cela suinte, et l’idée coule entre les mots, comme entre des cuisses sans muscles’.7 

After her death, too, Sand’s body has been heavily mythologized in cinematic and 

literary representations, and her habit of cross-dressing and cigar smoking has become 

more famous than the words she put on the page. In an extraordinary passage of his 

biography of Sand, Curtis Cate proffers a diagnosis of Sand’s unruly imagination. 

While he applies a corrective to the view of Sand as something of a man-eater, he 

claims that ‘the malady she suffered from […] was not nymphomania but 

                                                           
2 Janis Bergman-Carton, The Woman of Ideas in French Art, 1830-1848 (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 1995), p. 160. 
3 Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Carnets de P.-J. Proudhon, ed. by Pierre Haubtmann, Daniel Halévy, 

Suzanne Henneguy, and Jeanne Fauré-Frémiet, 4 vols (Paris: Marcel Rivière, 1960-74), III, p. 33. 
4 Jules Renard, Journal: 1887-1895 (Paris: F. Bernouard, 1927), p. 82. 
5 Charles Baudelaire, Œuvres complètes, ed. by Claude Pichois, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1975-76), I 

(1975), p. 686 (original emphasis). 
6 Edmond and Jules de Goncourt, Journal, ed. by Robert Ricatte, 4 vols (Paris: Fasquelle, 1959), I, p. 

396. 
7 Gustave Flaubert, Correspondance, ed. by Jean Bruneau, 4 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1973-98), II (1980), 

p. 177. 
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nympholepsy: a yearning for the unattainable and “sublime” induced by an arch-

Romantical mystical imagination’.8 

Although scholars, detractors, and friends alike have all struggled to ignore 

Sand’s own body in their appraisals of her work, bodily experience as Sand presents it 

in her fiction has gone largely unremarked. This is all the more surprising since, as 

Peter Brooks and Henri Mitterand among others have noticed, the body is the object 

par excellence of nineteenth-century narrative.9 Yet these narratives are underpinned, 

Brooks tells us, by desire, with woman serving as the object of this desire. In this way, 

while the bodies on display in nineteenth-century texts are both male and female, the 

observer is almost always male. As Brooks puts it, ‘vision is typically a male 

prerogative, and its object of fascination the woman’s body, in a cultural model so 

persuasive that many women novelists don’t reverse its vectors’.10 This thesis asks 

how Sand engages with this paradigm. 

Despite the body’s centrality to the nineteenth-century literary project, studies 

of the body in the nineteenth century generally leave Sand out. While Brooks considers 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein or the works of George Eliot, for instance, he does not 

offer analyses of any French women writers. Among Sand scholars, too, there is a 

general consensus that the body is deliberately absent from her texts. Nigel Harkness, 

for example, has claimed that ‘c’est presque toujours l’illisibilité de la performance du 

corps féminin qui trouble la représentation mimétique’,11 and Françoise Ghillebaert 

has argued that Sand’s texts perform a ‘quasi negation of the body’ in favour of 

reflecting the soul.12 These views echo Margaret Cohen, who proposed Sand as a chief 

practitioner of the sentimental social novel, which omits bodily description, 

‘downplaying material appearance to intensify the reader’s sympathetic response to 

the suffering protagonist’.13 In short, these assertions appear to confirm Béatrice 

Didier’s suggestion that, 

 

                                                           
8 Curtis Cate, George Sand: A Biography (London: Hamilton, 1975), p. xxvii. 
9 Henri Mitterand, ‘L’Espace du corps dans le roman réaliste’, in Au bonheur des mots: Mélanges en 

l’honneur de Gerald Antoine, ed. by Gilbert Boissier and Danielle Bouverot (Nancy: Presses 

Universitaires de Nancy, 1984), pp. 341-55. 
10 Peter Brooks, Body Work: Objects of Desire in Modern Narrative (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1993), p. 88. 
11 Nigel Harkness, ‘Performance, représentation et (il)lisibilité du genre dans la fiction sandienne des 

années 1830’, Dix-Neuf, 13 (2009), 1-21 (p. 4). 
12 Françoise Ghillebaert, Disguise in George Sand’s Novels (New York: Peter Lang, 2009), p. 51. 
13 Margaret Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1999), p. 145. 
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Tout l’art de George Sand aura consisté, par un jeu extrêmement subtil, à 

suggérer continuellement la présence du corps féminin, et en particulier du 

corps de Lélia, sans jamais le décrire, créant un effet d’attente sans cesse déçue 

qui favorise le travail de l’imagination du lecteur.14 

 

Not only do these critics indicate that the body is absent in Sand’s texts, but they also 

assert that this absence is deliberate, a proposal seemingly authorized by Sand herself. 

In a highly self-reflexive moment in Le Meunier d’Angibault (1845), Sand writes: 

 

Nous ne savons pas s’il est bien conforme aux règles de l’art de décrire 

minutieusement les traits et le costume des gens qu’on met en scène dans un 

roman. Peut-être les conteurs de notre temps (et nous tous les premiers) ont-ils 

un peu abusé de la mode des portraits dans leurs narrations. Cependant, c’est 

un vieil usage, et tout en espérant que les maîtres futurs, condamnant nos 

minuties, esquisseront leurs figures en traits plus larges et plus nets, nous ne 

nous sentons pas la main assez ferme pour ne pas suivre la route battue (MA, 

p. 243). 

 

Passages such as this recur across Sand’s oeuvre, and conform to the claim Sand makes 

for her aesthetic in her autobiography, as the first chapter of this thesis will show. It is 

also such passages that inform Cohen’s claim that Sand is an arch-sentimental writer, 

underpinning the idea that Sand rejected the representational model of those writers 

we now refer to as ‘realist’. 

This is a perception influentially espoused by Naomi Schor, who reclaimed the 

category ‘idealist’ to describe Sand’s texts, by which she means that they do not imitate 

reality but proffer symbols or figures that evoke and represent ideas. Schor sees the 

mimetic realist method as unavailable to women since the reality it reflected in the 

nineteenth century denied women rights through the oppressive strictures of the 

Napoleonic Code. According to Schor, ‘Idealism for Sand is […] the only alternative 

representational mode available to those who do not enjoy the privileges of 

subjecthood in the real’.15 Schor acknowledges that aspects of the body do appear in 

Sand’s earlier fictions, which she also believes to be her most explicitly feminist, but 

she considers this a deliberate tactic to draw attention to parts of the female body which 

typify ‘the entire gender power system Sand struggles to dismantle’.16 The body is 

therefore an integral element of Sand’s counter-discourse, a term proposed by Richard 

                                                           
14 Béatrice Didier, ‘Le Corps féminin dans Lélia’, Revue d’histoire littéraire de la France, 76 (1976), 

634-51 (p. 643). 
15 Naomi Schor, George Sand and Idealism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), p. 54. 
16 Schor, George Sand and Idealism, p. 19. 
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Terdiman to denote the act of discursive subversion, to name a discourse used to resist 

and destabilize hegemony, in an effort to ‘project an alternative, liberating newness 

against the absorptive capacity of those established discourses’.17 Schor’s description 

of Sand’s idealism has not, however, led to Sand being understood as counter-

discursive, but as completely other. There is a paradox in Terdiman’s notion of 

counter-discourse that those performing it must use the same terms as those of 

dominant discourses in order for their critique to be heard. By turning to the body in 

Sand’s texts, acknowledged by Brooks and Mitterand as the narrative object of those 

same nineteenth-century writers Terdiman posits as counter-discursive, I hope to 

establish Sand as a figure no less engaged with the central questions of her age. 

Schor goes on to state that ‘feminist idealism is an antidetailism, an 

antifetishism, to the extent that the realist detail is bound up with a fetishistic economy 

that values only women who are wounded, in pieces, and/or phallic’.18 She believes 

that Sand’s move away from such fetishistic approaches to the body marks her 

originality. I do not wish so much to focus on those specifically eroticized aspects of 

corporeality. Indeed, my reading of Sand leans towards an understanding of sensual 

fulfilment that evades the masculine encoding of eroticism exemplified by both realist 

and later decadent fiction in the nineteenth century. Nor do I wish in my return to the 

body in Sand’s texts to re-enact the fetishization Schor sees Sand’s aesthetic as actively 

trying to evade. Rather, my argument seeks to expose some of the mechanisms of 

Sand’s counter-discourse. While Schor’s analysis informs much of my own thinking 

about Sand’s texts, the association Schor establishes between Sand and idealism has, 

like Cohen’s suggestion of Sand as sentimental writer, contributed to her continued 

marginal status. 

This binary (re-)construction of nineteenth-century literary history has been 

subjected to substantial pressure from within Sand studies in recent years. Manon 

Mathias’s exploration of vision in Sand’s novels incorporates Sand’s embracing of 

multiple fields of scientific inquiry within her fictions, suggesting that Sand’s approach 

to nature is one based on knowledge in order to understand and marvel rather than on 

knowledge in order to dominate and control.19 Through its focus on the natural world, 

                                                           
17 Richard Terdiman, Discourse/Counter-Discourse: The Theory and Practice of Symbolic Resistance 

in Nineteenth-Century France (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 13 (original emphasis). 
18 Schor, George Sand and Idealism, p. 20 (original emphasis). 
19 See Manon Mathias, Vision in the Novels of George Sand (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 

especially pp. 106-47. 
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however, Mathias’s analysis only briefly touches on the body, and only as the means 

of perception in Sand’s novels, not as the object being perceived. Isabelle Naginski 

and Martine Reid have also nuanced the claim of Sand as purely idealist, emphasizing 

both the political dimension of Sand’s aesthetic hinted at by Mathias, as well as the 

fact that Balzac’s texts also idealize. For Naginski, Sand’s lesser status emerged from 

her democratic choice of subject rather than her choice of aesthetic: ‘il est clair que 

Sand et Balzac tous deux ont exploité le procédé d’idéalisation, avec cette différence 

majeure que Sand idéalise les paysans et le prolétariat, alors que Balzac n’idéalise que 

l’aristocratie’.20 Martine Reid, meanwhile, concedes that Sand is quite definitely not a 

realist, but that this dichotomy whose terms Schor rehearses emerges with Émile Zola, 

and that Sand’s difference rests on ‘de fortes convictions politiques, doublées de 

convictions féministes qui se retrouvent dans la façon dont elle conçoit les 

personnages. Ceux-ci servent d’indices utopiques à la société à venir’.21 I situate my 

own argument within this vein of Sand criticism, turning to the body as the realist 

object par excellence not to argue that Sand is a realist per se, but to further question 

the longstanding association between Sand and idealism in the terms proposed by 

Schor. 

In addition to submitting the realist/idealist binary to re-examination, Mathias 

also identifies a privileging of voice in studies on Sand, such as those of Naginski and 

Harkness. Naginski, for example, reads Indiana allegorically to suggest the text 

represents Sand’s own search for a voice, while Harkness places Sand’s aesthetic in 

opposition to the ‘visual’ model of realism.22 A sustained critical interest in Sand’s 

integration of music into her works similarly pivileges the oral/aural.23 Mathias 

promotes instead a celebration of the visual aspects of Sand’s work.24 My own 

argument, however, suggests a third way. At the beginning of Mauprat (1837), the 

frame narrator describes their meeting Bernard Mauprat, who then narrates the 

                                                           
20 Isabelle Naginski, George Sand mythographe (Clermont-Ferrand: Presses universitaires Blaise 

Pascal, 2007), p. 172. 
21 Martine Reid, ‘Post-scriptum: Naomi Schor trente ans après’, in George Sand et l’idéal. Une 

recherche en écriture, ed. by Damien Zanone (Paris: Champion, 2017), pp. 449-57 (p. 454; original 

emphasis). 
22 See Isabelle Naginski, George Sand: Writing for her Life (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 

Press, 1991), pp. 53-76, and Nigel Harkness, Men of their Words: The Poetics of Masculinity in 

George Sand’s Fiction (Oxford: Legenda, 2007), p. 56. 
23 As can be seen, for instance, in David A. Powell, While the Music Lasts: The Representation of 

Music in the Works of George Sand (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2001). 
24 Mathias, Vision, p. 71. 
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subsequent story. But in this meeting, Bernard defines the role of the storyteller as 

being that of ‘observateur et narrateur’ (M, p. 34; my emphasis). The novel is, of 

course, inextricably discursive, and it is not until the symbolist experiments with 

typography that the primacy of the word is exposed to significant pressure. 

Nevertheless, my argument is that Sand’s mythopoetics plays both with the visual and 

the vocal as a means of destabilizing the binaries that typify both the thinking of the 

nineteenth century and indeed in many ways our own thinking about the nineteenth 

century. 

Many of the critics of Sand cited above have an overwhelming tendency to 

privilege the novels Sand published in the 1830s and 40s, especially Indiana (1832), 

Lélia (1833), and the pastoral novels. When Sainte-Beuve commented on Sand’s 

aesthetic shift in her pastoral novels of the 1840s, he suggested that these texts marked 

an embracing of a more innocent, sentimental mode of writing: ‘George Sand, homme 

politique, est une fable qui n’a jamais existé: nous possédons plus que jamais dans 

Mme Sand le peintre du cœur, le romancier et la bergère’.25 But for all their bucolic, 

apparently idyllic nature, the pastoral novels are as rich in their exploration of ideas of 

gender and class as any other Sand text. Indeed, in their interest in the manual labour 

performed by the rural citizen, we might say that the body is nowhere as present as it 

is in the pastoral novels. Much of La Petite Fadette (1849) hinges around the physical 

differences between the two twins, Landry and Sylvinet Barbeau, offering frequent 

comparisons. Their nature as identical twins, too, means that they are quite literally 

subjected to scrutiny by others in the text: ‘Les bessons s’accoutumèrent à être 

examinés et questionnés’ (PF, p. 56). If, as Sand tells us, ‘[q]uand on les avait observés 

un quart d’heure, on voyait que Landry était une miette plus grand et plus fort’ (PF, p. 

56), she is exhorting the reader as much as the inhabitants of La Cosse to pay attention 

to the contours of the bodies therein. Similar encouragement to read for the body is 

provided in a much later text, La Ville noire of 1860. When Sept-Épées leaves for 

Lyon, distraught at Tonine Gaucher’s apparent agreement to marry Anthime, he writes 

her a letter that attests to his happiness and tranquillity, and his desire to devote himself 

to his work. Tonine, however, is able to read between the lines: ‘À force de retourner 

ce papier, il lui sembla qu’on avait pleuré dessus et que l’adresse était tracée d’une 

                                                           
25 Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve, Causeries du Lundi, 4th edn, 15 vols (Paris: Garnier, 1883), I, p. 

352. 
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main convulsive. Le soupçon de la vérité s’empara de son esprit’ (VN, p. 181). 

Following Tonine Gaucher’s example, this thesis will endeavour to understand how 

the body figures in the Sandian novel by attending to those moments in which the 

corporeal is stated strongly. 

 

Mythopoetics and Counter-Discourse 

 

The mechanisms of Michel Foucault’s power surface network dictate that if we wish 

to be valued as legitimate subjects we are reliant upon the way we are perceived within 

the network and the space inside it that is available to us. Foucault does, however, 

acknowledge that resistance is a theoretical possibility, writing that ‘le discours peut 

être à la fois instrument et effet de pouvoir, mais aussi obstacle, butée, point de 

résistance et départ pour une stratégie opposée’.26 Through discourse, the primary 

mode of cultural communication, the power network is able to assert itself, and yet 

discourse seems also to be the site of resistance. It is from this premise that Terdiman 

articulates his theory of counter-discourse, arguing that it is in the nineteenth century 

that counter-discourse experienced its ‘classic moment’.27 Turning to writers like 

Balzac, Flaubert, Baudelaire and Mallarmé, Terdiman proposes that the focus of ‘high’ 

culture in the nineteenth century in France was the destabilization of the emerging 

elite. While nineteenth-century French history and culture is constantly in flux, and 

access to language and information became much more readily available through the 

developments of newspapers and the printing press, these social and political 

transformations still continued to enforce the same paradigms of difference that the 

concepts underpinning the French Revolution had sought to sweep aside. For 

Terdiman, the rise of the bourgeoisie generated a response from writers and 

intellectuals of the period who devised forms of counter-discourse to militate against 

the emerging dominant discourse. But while his investigation of symbolic resistance 

opens new terrain for analysis, his examination is confined to the work of male writers. 

Nonetheless, he does acknowledge the rising interest in the situation of women in 

intellectual circles and notes that the term ‘feminism’ has its origins in the nineteenth 

century, usually attributed to Charles Fourier, an important influence on George Sand. 

                                                           
26 Michel Foucault, Histoire de la sexualité, 3 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1976-1984), I (1976), p. 133. 
27 Terdiman, p. 66. 
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Feminism, however, in its relative modernity, was not the target of the male 

practitioners of counter-discourse. As Jonathan Beecher notes, aside from the notable 

exceptions of figures like Sand and Sainte-Beuve, Fourier and his theories remained 

an ‘object of curiosity’ for the public intellectuals of the day.28 Although feminism in 

early and mid-nineteenth-century France did not gain widespread traction, Terdiman 

does concede that this does not necessarily preclude its subversive potential: 

 

The tactical significance of the notion, at least, is clear. In the intensely 

phallocentric universe of the nineteenth-century middle class, the complex of 

signifiers signifying “female” became available – indeed, in the constitutive 

oppositions of social life, it more or less imposed itself – as a crucial figure of 

social difference.29 

 

Terdiman’s argument, though, creates a distinction between the kind of opposition to 

the dominant discourse performed by feminism and by class struggles; they differ in 

the extent of their potential impact. In a century in which the overthrow of those in 

power was a constant possibility, the elite had far more to fear from those who had 

already proven their ability to usher in revolution. As Terdiman states, ‘for the 

dominant, feminism was a dissident discourse; but the working-class movement was 

an immediate and chilling danger. Consequently, the early discourse of feminism 

might well seem the archetype of a specifically counter-discursive formation in the 

conjuncture’.30 This does not, however, necessarily preclude the works of George Sand 

from being considered counter-discursive. Unlike the open war declared upon 

masculine domination by the works of writers like Olympe de Gouges and Rachilde, 

Sand’s texts are not as far removed from the realist aesthetic of her contemporaries, 

hence the troubling nature of categories like ‘idealist’ used to classify Sand’s oeuvre. 

My contention is that mythopoetics reveals Sand’s specific form of counter-discourse.  

Counter-discourse is particularly useful as a means of thinking through Sand’s 

aesthetic because Terdiman’s term does not necessarily denote an opposite. In his 

definition, counter-discourses function through their subversive renovation of 

dominant forms. Considered as counter-discursive, then, Sand’s texts do not suffer the 

same either/or binarism that classifications of ‘idealist’ or ‘sentimental’ have tended 

                                                           
28 Jonathan Beecher, Charles Fourier: The Visionary and His World (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1986), p. 485. 
29 Terdiman, p. 72 (original emphasis). 
30 Terdiman, p. 73. 
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to produce. Terdiman’s theorization of counter-discourse denotes a mode of writing 

that can, I believe, be usefully applied to the formal and aesthetic kinds of play that 

Sand’s texts exhibit. The critique of reality that Terdiman sees in the texts included in 

his analysis suggests that there is some other element of reality behind the discourse 

being critiqued. Counter-discourses therefore provide new ways of thinking about 

reality, an idea that is useful as a means of approaching Sand’s texts since they each 

have a pedagogical function of some sort. Foucault’s discussion of discourse formation 

reveals that context is everything. In order to be understood, what an individual says 

does not necessarily deploy ‘new’ language, but this does not mean that it cannot 

deploy language in a new way. If language is a form of citation, it is the particular 

context of its citation that imbues it with a different quality in opposition to all previous 

citation. As Foucault claims, ‘le nouveau n’est pas dans ce qui est dit, mais dans 

l’événement de son retour’.31 The same is true of counter-discourse, which does not 

necessarily seek to subvert through what it says; indeed, realism purports to represent 

nothing other than reality, and yet Terdiman’s analysis of counter-discourse focuses 

on the quintessential realist writers Balzac and Flaubert. Rather, the subversive nature 

of counter-discourse, Terdiman believes, resides in how it represents the world: 

 

Counter-discourses function in their form. Their object is to represent the world 

differently. But their projection of difference goes beyond simply contradicting 

the dominant, beyond simply negating its assertions. The power of a dominant 

discourse lies in the codes by which it regulates understanding of the social 

world. Counter-discourses seek to detect and map such naturalized protocols 

and to project their subversion. At stake in this discursive struggle are the 

paradigms of social representation themselves.32 

 

Consequently, my consideration of Sand’s texts and her mode of counter-discourse 

will account for her poetics, a poetics that engages not only with the possibility of 

linguistic representation from a position of otherness, but which in exploring these 

possibilities exposes and destabilizes the means by which otherness is created and 

maintained in the first place. According to Terdiman, ‘the inherent tendency of a 

dominant discourse is to “go without saying”. The dominant is the discourse whose 

presence is defined by the social impossibility of its absence’.33 This definition of the 

                                                           
31 Michel Foucault, L’Ordre du discours (Paris: Gallimard, 1971), p. 28. 
32 Terdiman, p. 149 (original emphasis). 
33 Terdiman, p. 61 (original emphasis). 
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dominant recalls Barthes’s articulation of the function of myth, which he also 

described as ‘allant de soi’ and as ‘une absence sensible’.34 Myth might be considered 

the ultimate form of dominant discourse. In her attempt to forge a space within 

representation for those considered other, it is therefore no surprise that Sand’s poetics 

also engage with these pervasive symbols. Mythopoetics, then, can be understood as 

Sand’s mode of counter-discourse. 

The term ‘mythopoetics’ is not new, but its use is somewhat loose and 

disparate. Following the work of writers like Michael Meade, James Hillman and 

particularly Robert Bly, the term was adopted by the Mythopoetic Men’s Movement, 

a movement that emerged in the late eighties in response to second-wave feminism. 

Concerned with the apparent binarism of modern masculinity that they considered a 

symptom of the growing interest in feminism and gender subordination – that men are 

either chauvinists or effeminate – the movement hoped to reconnect with a now lost, 

deep psycho-spiritual sense of masculinity. In his book Iron John, Robert Bly suggests 

there are parallels between feminism and the mythopoetic men’s movement. He 

believes that feminism has given a voice to women, but that as a consequence the 

voices of men have since been suppressed. Instead, men need to recover what he calls 

their ‘Zeus energy’, a kind of ‘male authority accepted for the sake of the 

community’.35 To do this they focused on Jungian archetypes, and unsurprisingly 

mainly those which hark back to a more overt masculinity: the King, the Warrior, the 

Magician, the Lover and the Wildman.36 Part of the movement’s practice has also 

involved the retelling and critical interpretation of myths which affirm this kind of 

masculinity. As the socio-cultural context evolves to allow more agency than was 

hitherto available to those deemed other, and in this case women in particular, the 

mythopoetic men’s movement perhaps unsurprisingly turns to myths in order to 

address men’s sense of reduced power, or as Michael Messner writes, what the 

movement attempts to achieve is ‘the reconstruction of a new form of hegemonic 

masculinity – a masculinity that is less self-destructive, that has revalued and 

reconstructed men’s emotional bonds with each other’.37 Messner’s proposed form of 

                                                           
34 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (Paris: Seuil, 1957), pp. 251-52. 
35 Robert Bly, Iron John: A Book about Men (Reading, MA.: Addison-Wesley, 1990), p. 22. 
36 See Michael Messner, Politics of Masculinities: Men in Movements (Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publications, 1997), pp. 17-23; and Helen Gremillion, ‘Feminism and the Mythopoetic Men’s 

Movement: Some Shared Concepts of Gender’, Women's Studies Journal, 25 (2011), 43-55 (p. 47). 
37 Messner, p. 24. 
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masculinity therefore responds to the developments of the age, seeking to rework 

homosocial relations to better acknowledge the emotional aspects of human existence. 

But by basing this ‘new’ masculinity on old forms of mythic existence the affective 

element of Messner’s conception is in truth a means of retaining the same forms of 

power relations; masculinity, according to Messner, must remain hegemonic. 

In this context, the term mythopoetics might seem a dangerous one to use to 

describe a mode of representation that accounts for otherness. But for all the 

mythopoetic men’s movement returns to myth to reinforce a sense of masculine power, 

the specific process of mythopoetics the movement performs is not dissimilar to that I 

wish to suggest Sand performs in her texts: that of turning to myth in order to 

understand an identity, in order to shift existing representational paradigms in order to 

bring a self into speakable existence. While the followers of the mythopoetic men’s 

movement can hardly be considered as other, the process by which they seek to 

stabilise their identity is the very process I believe Sand’s text seeks to undermine. 

Indeed, as queer theory has illustrated, it is possible to reclaim terms to destabilize 

their previous discriminatory potency for political ends. My use of mythopoetics might 

be seen in this light as a similar form of appropriation, one which mirrors the discursive 

appropriation Sand enacts in her texts. 

In literary criticism, mythopoetics is used generally in passing as a means of 

encapsulating the mythic elements of writing practices. The only previously theorized 

use of the term I have found is that of Émile Fromet de Rosnay, who considers the 

work of Stéphane Mallarmé as confronting a representational crisis, with the language 

of the poet and the language of the masses existing on two different planes. Indeed, 

the poetics of the symbolist poets is a useful point of reference for the kind of 

mythopoetics I wish to attribute to Sand. Both Sand and the symbolists address the 

same fundamental question, which interrogates how language and discourse functions. 

To borrow the terms of Pierre Bourdieu’s La Domination masculine, one might claim 

that the symbolist poets possess far more symbolic capital than Sand to begin with, but 

their poetics, and indeed as Fromet de Rosnay argues, mythopoetics, perform acts of 

discursive subversion in similar ways (Mallarmé’s conception of the body in art will 

be returned to in Chapter 3).  

Fromet de Rosnay believes Mallarmé’s poetry exhibits a new kind of mimesis, 

one which produces new mythological motifs, but which above all considers how these 

motifs express the poetic subject itself: 
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Cette mythopoïèse est donc à la fois la création de mythes (dans le cas de 

Mallarmé, la re-création de mythes, par exemple ceux autour de la figure du 

poète, comme Orphée et sa catabase) et la mythologisation du processus 

poétique; ces deux s’enchevêtrent dans la question du langage, qui laisse des 

traces épistémologiques et négativement subjectives dans ce processus 

mythopoétique.38 

 

While for Sand the nature of myth itself seems deeply troubling, supporting as it does 

the mechanisms of symbolic power and masculine domination, Fromet de Rosnay’s 

notion of ‘mallarmésis’, underpinned by a concept of mythopoetics, represents the 

possibility of a different kind of artistic production that goes beyond the troublesome 

nature of mimesis. This possibility of play is itself suggested by Jacques Derrida, who 

draws on Lévi-Strauss’s bricoleur/ingénieur distinction to articulate the possibility of 

alternative creative production. The ingénieur is the idea of authorial creation as a 

contained process, one that is entirely original, creating a language suited to the precise 

purpose for which it is required, a dangerous notion that excludes all possibility of 

creation for those who possess no symbolic capital. As Gilbert and Gubar ask, ‘what 

if such a proudly masculine cosmic Author is the sole legitimate model for all earthly 

authors? Or worse, what if the male generative power is not just the only legitimate 

power but the only power there is?’39 The creative model of the bricoleur, on the other 

hand, presents a far greater possibility of play, the bricoleur being the creator who 

borrows what they need from existing discourses to create a new form of discursive 

act. Thus, as Derrida writes, the act of the bricoleur can be considered ‘non seulement 

comme activité intellectuelle mais comme activité mythopoétique’.40 Mythopoetics is 

thereby revealed to be a model of creative process imbued with great counter-

discursive potential, and Sand herself can be seen as an example of a bricoleuse. 

These theorizations of mythopoetics all indicate that although myth is 

inherently conservative, it can be a force for change. Roland Barthes acknowledges 

this possibility, though warns that it is not an easy one to bring about: 

 

Oui, le mythe existe à gauche, mais il n’y a pas du tout les mêmes qualités que 

le mythe bourgeois. Le mythe de gauche est inessentiel. […] C’est un mythe 

                                                           
38 Émile Fromet de Rosnay, Mallarmésis: Mythopoétique de Stéphane Mallarmé (Oxford: Peter Lang, 

2011), pp. 17-18. 
39 Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the 

Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, 2nd edn (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), p. 7. 
40 Jacques Derrida, L’Écriture et la différence (Paris: Seuil, 1967), p. 418. 
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pauvre, essentiellement pauvre. Il ne sait proliférer; produit sur commande et 

dans une vue temporelle limitée, il s’invente mal. Un pouvoir majeur lui 

manque, celui de la fabulation.41 

 

Barthes’s claim is that myth, when used as a tool for progress, struggles to have the 

same level of influence over the symbolic order that myth used in favour of the status 

quo possesses. Considering Eliade’s distinction between sacred and profane, myth 

used for subversive ends fails to achieve the same levels of sacralization as those in 

service of the power surface network. The reason for this, Barthes claims, is that the 

potential of the discourse of the disenfranchized is limited simply to the end of their 

enfranchisement: 

 

L’opprimé n’est rien, il n’a en lui qu’une parole, celle de son émancipation; 

l’oppresseur est tout, sa parole est riche, multiforme, souple, disposant de tous 

les degrés possibles de dignité: il a l’exclusivité du méta-langage. L’opprimé 

fait le monde, il n’a qu’un langage actif, transitif (politique); l’oppresseur le 

conserve, sa parole est plénière, intransitive, gestuelle, théâtrale: c’est le 

Mythe; le langage de l’un vise à transformer, le langage de l’autre vise à 

éterniser.42 

 

It is for this reason that I do not wish to consider Sand’s use of myth for the value of 

the myths themselves; this, I suggest, does not present the same kind of counter-

discursive possibilities. Barthes argues that the only way to escape myth is to mythify 

the very myths that are being critiqued. While Sand does seemingly recognize the 

danger of myths and seeks to neutralize them by reformulating them, as the work of 

Naginski has shown, this is not the sole subject matter of my discussion here. Rather, 

it is the very form of her discourse, the means by which this neutralization of myth 

takes place that I find more compelling. The notion of counter-discourse, then, 

becomes useful as a means of refocusing Sand’s subversive acts of writing on the form 

that her mythologizing adopts. Thus, mythopoetics will be understood not just as a 

means of writing that makes use of myth, but which takes as its subject the very 

processes of mythic production themselves, drawing to an extent on Fromet de 

Rosnay’s theorization of mythopoetics but with a substantially gendered and, indeed, 

political inflection. 

                                                           
41 Barthes, Mythologies, pp. 256-57 (original emphasis). 
42 Barthes, Mythologies, p. 258 (original emphasis). 
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Sand’s particular mythopoetics is heavily influenced by the work of utopian 

thinkers of the early nineteenth century. The importance of heterodoxical thinkers like 

Pierre Leroux, Saint-Simon, Jean Reynaud, Charles Fourier, and Adolphe Guéroult on 

Sand’s own conception of faith and social responsibility have provided a particular 

focus for critical analysis for some time.43 Sand knew many of these figures personally, 

and the Saint-Simonian vision of a new productive society, of a new social religion, of 

female liberation, and of the rehabilitation of sensual pleasure are consonant with the 

themes Sand’s texts also explore. These thinkers will be a recurring presence 

throughout the following analyses of Sand’s texts. But it should be noted that Sand 

never committed herself to any single doctrine.44 Indeed, tellingly for an apparent 

‘idealist’, her scepticism about the potential of Saint-Simonianism stemmed from what 

she perceived as lack of realism within the movement: 

 

Que croient-ils, que pensent-ils, que veulent-ils? Autant que j’en ai pu juger 

par Vinçard, ce sont des républicains à l’eau de rose, des gens de bien, mais 

beaucoup trop doux, trop évangéliques et trop patients. Les éléments de 

l’avenir seraient une race de prolétaires farouches, orgueilleux, prêts à 

reprendre par la force tous les droits de l’homme. Mais où est cette race? On la 

séduit d’un côté par une apparence de bien-être, de l’autre par les maximes de 

tolérance et [de] prétendue civilisation dont elle sera dupe. Pauvre peuple! 

(Corr., III, p. 73). 

 

Moreover, Sand was wary of the authoritarianism within both Saint-Simonianism and 

Fourierism. Charles Fourier’s self-declaration as the ‘prophète post-curseur’ of Christ 

is a self-aggrandizing move that Sand would doubtless not have agreed with; as we 

will see in Chapter 1, Sand appears something of a reluctant celebrity.45 In fact, Sand 

sought to distance herself from the suggestion that she become the ‘papesse’ of the 

Saint-Simonian movement. As she wrote to Laure Decerf in 1832, for example, ‘On 

                                                           
43 See, for example, Jean-Pierre Lacassagne, Histoire d’une amitié. Pierre Leroux et George Sand 

(d’après une correspondance inédite 1836-1866) (Paris: Klincksieck, 1973); Jacques Viard, ‘George 

Sand et Michelet disciples de Pierre Leroux’, Revue d’histoire littéraire de la France, 75 (1975), 749-

73; Marjorie Reeves and Warwick Gould, Joachim of Fiore and the Myth of the Eternal Evangel in the 

Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), pp. 92-110; Naginski, George Sand mythographe; and, 

especially, Bernard Hamon, George Sand face aux églises (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2005). 
44 For a detailing of Sand’s engagement with and disentanglement from Saint-Simonianism, see 

Pamela Pilbeam’s ‘L’Impact de George Sand et des saint-simoniens outre-Manche’, in George Sand: 

Terroir et histoire, ed. by Noëlle Dauphin (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2006), pp. 153-

68. 
45 Charles Fourier, La Fausse industrie, morcelée, répugnante, mensongère, et l’antidote, l’industrie 

naturelle, combinée, attrayante, véridique, donnant quadruple produit et perfection extrême en toutes 

qualités (Paris: Bossange, 1836), p. 485; original italics. 
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prétend que les Saint-Simoniens vont m’offrir le titre de papesse et la survivance de la 

mère Bazar [sic] parce que mon livre est selon leur esprit. C’est bien sans le vouloir à 

coup sûr’ (Corr., II, p. 120; original emphasis). Though Sand may have objected to 

elements of the Saint-Simonian worldview and their methods, there is a consonance 

between the Saint-Simonian aesthetic project and Sand’s mythopoetic model. Neil 

McWilliam has demonstrated that the Saint-Simonians sought a ‘verbal and visual 

language whose sensual appeal could incorporate a progressive political message’,46 

and Greg Kerr has similarly argued that the Saint-Simonians were opposed to a 

‘“fixed” image’ and recognised the need to ‘bridge the gap between the conceptual 

tautness of the rational design and the need to secure the sensory involvement of the 

viewer’.47 Sand’s mythopoetics similarly seeks to overcome the visual/verbal binary, 

with her corporeal experiments gesturing, with varying degrees of success, towards a 

third way. 

 

Mythopoetics and the Body 

 

The work of Peter Brooks is, in many ways, a stimulus for this thesis. His assertion 

that the body is the primary focus of nineteenth-century narrative seems at odds with 

the repeated suggestions that in Sand’s texts the body is, to a large extent, absent. 

Through the exploration of Sand’s texts that follows, I do not wish simply to confirm 

Brooks’s thesis, but to use it to consider Sand’s work anew, to suggest that she is far 

more closely engaged with the questions of her age, and to argue for the continued 

relevance of her work. Instead, I will read Brooks against Brooks, tracing how Sand 

engages with the various paradigms he establishes to demonstrate both her originality 

and the counter-discursive potential of her aesthetic. Brooks’s work is heavily 

influenced by his psychoanalytic reading, especially his engagement with Freud, 

which is helpful as a means of positioning male subjective experience at the centre of 

narrative enterprise. Thus Brooks’s readings explore the function of the Freudian 

drives, notable death and desire, as the principle motors of text. Of course, Sand’s texts 

almost always revolve around a love plot, but these usually depict woman as the 

                                                           
46 Neil McWilliam, Dreams of Happiness: Social Art and the French Left, 1830-1850 (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 120. 
47 Greg Kerr, ‘Utopia and Iconicity: Reading Saint-Simonian Texts’, Word and Image, 28 (2012), 

317-30 (p. 319). 
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desiring subject. These same women also subvert Brooks’s notion of a masterplot 

based on Freud’s concept of the death drive.48 Sand’s strongest women – such as 

Indiana, Consuelo, Fadette, Laura, and above all Lélia – draw their strength from their 

plot-defying nature. My readings of Sand’s texts through the paradigms established by 

Brooks’s work but that account for the body in her texts destabilize, therefore, 

consideration of her as a sentimental writer easily separable from the emergent ‘realist’ 

model. Moreover, these readings provide new ways of considering the themes and 

paradigms Brooks has influentially established.  

While Sand does not figure in Brooks’s work, the studies of the body in 

literature by François Kerlouégan and Hannah Thompson gesture towards the kind of 

somatic analysis I believe helpful to a fuller understanding of Sand’s method. 

Kerlouégan destabilizes a longheld belief in ‘un romantisme tout entier dans 

l’intériorité, dépréciant le corps au nom d’une transcendance, peuplé çà et là de héros 

désincarnés et de beautés diaphanes’,49 arguing that Romantic texts of the 1830s often 

display the body as a victim of history. Thompson, meanwhile, draws on corporeal 

experiences such as illness, rape, and disability to explore how literature engaged with 

that which was deemed unspeakable by social mores, demonstrating that in spite of its 

mimetic claims, ‘nineteenth-century literature was not always able or willing to 

confront the realities it was endeavouring to portray’.50 Both analyses seek, in short, 

to understand the body’s unspeakability, and both incorporate works by Sand, 

especially Indiana and Lélia, to suggest that the body is not as absent as hitherto 

assumed. While opening up new ground in terms of Sand’s representations of 

corporeality, neither work engages with texts written by Sand after 1845. 

The unspeakability or illegibility of the Sandian body repeatedly affirmed by 

these critics forms the starting point of my argument. As they all agree, it is the terms 

available to nineteenth-century writers that fail to account for forms of experience 

deemed other by the misogynist Code Civil. Through the delineation of what I am 

calling Sand’s mythopoetics, I believe we can trace a method of speaking the body in 

other terms, a representational model that accounts for myriad forms of being in the 

                                                           
48 Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Knopf, 1984; 

repr. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), pp. 90-112. I will return to Brooks’s notion of 

a masterplot in Chapter 2. 
49 François Kerlouégan, Ce fatal excès du désir: poétique du corps romantique (Paris: Champion, 2006), 

p. 9. 
50 Hannah Thompson, Taboo: Corporeal Secrets in Nineteenth-Century France (Oxford: Legenda, 

2013), p. 2. 
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world. Thus I hope to evade the troublesome question of genre and categorization, 

those terms that have long confined Sand to the peripheries of the French canon not 

least because, as Alexandra Wettlaufer has claimed, Sand’s texts follow a politics of 

representation that ‘embraced the real without being (fully) Realist and acknowledged 

the ideal without being (fully) Romantic’.51 Mythopoetic readings would also be 

possible for many nineteenth-century writers, male or female; my argument is that 

Sand’s particular use of symbolic writing is directly connected to her representations 

of corporeal experience. 

My proposition of a mythopoetics of representation encourages a focus on the 

figural, the symbolic. What I see as Sand’s most original aspect is her rejection of 

binary modes of thinking, and thus the binary Schor’s reading creates is in many ways 

incompatible with my own understanding of Sand’s aesthetic. Instead, my proposition 

of a mythopoetic reading is one that seeks to undo these binaries by celebrating Sand’s 

experimental approach to genre. Such experimentalism has been affirmed by Marilyn 

Mallia, whose work explores Sand’s relationship with the English gothic novel as one 

of reworking and adaptation, particularly as a means of thinking through issues relating 

to gender.52 Mallia’s approach offers an exemplary model for my own project as it 

considers Sand’s works on their own terms, moving away from the idealist question 

and valorizing Sand as an original aesthetician. While the gothic novel may well have 

faded as a genre in its own right by the time Sand had begun writing in earnest, Sand’s 

appropriation of the specific gothic elements detailed by Mallia (the gothic itinerary, 

doubled characters, and the gothic dénouement) in no way diminish Sand’s own 

creativity. Rather, Mallia demonstrates that these elements are playfully reworked by 

Sand as a means of thinking through questions of gender and agency. Mallia’s corpus 

is again limited to the early works of Sand, which wear their gothic influences far more 

plainly, but I would argue that the gothic can be considered a fundamental element of 

Sand’s mythopoetics, and these gothic elements will recur to varying degrees in the 

analyses that follow. 

My own reading may well be somewhat paradoxically considered idealist; 

seeking to remove Sand from nineteenth-century aesthetic categories is itself an 
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idealist enterprise. But these categories, as Gustave Lanson notes, are retrospectively 

imposed. Gustave Lanson, commenting on the position of Sand’s literary heritage, 

agrees: ‘Cette antithèse, ainsi que beaucoup d’autres du même genre, est fausse dans 

ses deux termes. De même qu’il y a en Balzac autre chose qu’un réaliste, ainsi George 

Sand ne s’est pas confinée dans le pur idéalisme’.53 Lanson wrote these words in 1893, 

but criticism has remained intent on marginalizing Sand as a writer to such an extent 

that the point bears repeating. And Lanson, too, only accepts Sand’s ‘realism’ to a 

certain degree. When he discusses her processes of characterization, he claims that ‘ses 

héros, ses personnages de premier plan sont plus vaporeux, plus insubstantiels — plus 

faux, pour parler brutalement — que les comparses et caractères accessoires’.54 Sand’s 

mythopoetics, this thesis argues, does not entail a rejection of the ‘real’ body, but rather 

represents it in other ways, through recourse to the symbolic in ways suggested by the 

very etymology of the term allegory (which will form the basis of Chapter 3): 

allegorein, quite literally ‘other speech’. The first half of my title is therefore a playful 

return to the origins of the taxonomic binary my thesis seeks to dismantle. The idea of 

‘living out loud’ I owe to Émile Zola, one of the main originators of the realist/idealist 

distinction by which Sand has long been defined. In 1865, though, he wrote that ‘[s]i 

vous me demandez ce que je viens faire en ce monde, moi artiste, je vous répondrai: 

“je viens vivre tout haut”’.55 Zola may have quite literally referred to the act of writing, 

of making his mark on the world through words. Sand, with her extensive list of works 

running to over eighty novels in addition to plays, articles, and autobiographical texts, 

certainly did the same. But it is the way the notion of living out loud interacts with 

Sand’s aesthetic that I think it most useful. Attending to those bodies usually ignored 

in Sand’s texts reveals the ways in which she inscribes life, vitality, into her art, in all 

its real, surreal, fantastic, gothic, and indeed mythic aspects. 

Myth and Sand have substantial associations, which have long been 

acknowledged by critics. Annabelle Rea has attended to Sand’s relationship with 

myths and fairy tale in a number of her novels,56 while Naginski has argued that Sand 
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can be considered a mythographer, positing the period 1836 to 1846 as a time of 

particularly sustained mythographic activity. This activity, Naginski maintains, is 

directed towards a healing of society, a society that Sand perceives as 

‘métaphysiquement malade’.57 While Sand’s use of myth is an integral element of her 

mythopoetics, it is but one aspect of a wider figural imaginary that defines Sand’s 

approach to literary activity. The period defined by Naginski therefore forms only part 

of my corpus, which encompasses instead texts produced by Sand from the earliest 

days of her career to her final, unfinished novel, Albine Fiori. My interest in myth is 

as a discursive concept, as a way of performing this ‘other speech’, mythos as opposed 

to logos. 

Mythopoetics therefore addresses two means of corporeal enclosure. The body 

as sign is constructed biologically, the body as signified is constructed socially and 

above all discursively. This is why Judith Butler complains that ‘every time I try to 

write about the body the writing ends up being about language’.58 The cultural and 

discursive inheritance of the nineteenth-century body is, also, in large part mythic. 

Simone de Beauvoir’s Le Deuxième sexe takes aim at such myths of womanhood,59 

and it is certainly true that myths, for all their abstract, fantasmatic nature, are highly 

corporeal. The challenge for the woman writer, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar tell 

us, is to face such myths: 

 

Before the woman writer can journey through the looking glass toward literary 

autonomy […] she must come to terms with the images on the surface of the 

glass, with, that is, those mythic masks male artists have fastened over her 

human face both to lessen the dread of her “inconstancy” and – by identifying 

her with the “eternal types” they have themselves invented – to possess her 

more thoroughly.60 

 

These specific ‘types’ to which Gilbert and Gubar refer are the angel and the monster, 

male projections echoed throughout literary (and indeed mythic) history, a binary 

system we find rehearsed in Balzac’s preface to Le Père Goriot. Objecting to the 

criticism levelled against his texts as frequently depicting negative female models, 
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Balzac helpfully provides a list, dividing his significant female characters into two 

categories: ‘femmes vertueuses’ and ‘femmes criminelles’.61 For Gilbert and Gubar, 

this binary manifests itself in women’s writing in metaphors of imprisonment, arguing 

that ‘the imagery of enclosure reflects the woman writer’s own discomfort, her sense 

of powerlessness, her fear that she inhabits alien and incomprehensible places’.62 Be 

it the attic (Gilbert and Gubar), the closet (Eve Sedgwick), the garden (Alice Walker) 

or a room of one’s own (Virginia Woolf), gender and its associated codes have been 

both defined and contested through spatial terms. These spatial metaphors highlight 

the regulatory functions performed on individuals by discourse, a discourse which 

functions through difference, by defining individuals in relation to other individuals, 

and above all in relation to the norm, to the doxa. What the works of these theorists as 

well as others expose is how certain groups are cast as other by discourse, by what it 

includes and by what it at once encompasses and leaves outside. In A Room of One’s 

Own, Woolf lays bare the problematic relationship between women and fiction. 

Indeed, the question that arises upon reading Woolf’s text is whether there is any 

relationship at all, for women in fiction tend towards stereotype, we might even say 

archetype. As Woolf notes, ‘the majority of women are neither harlots nor courtesans; 

nor do they sit clasping pug dogs to dusty velvet all through the summer afternoon’.63 

Whether manifested as monster/angel, or harlot/domestic slave, when we consider 

women in fiction we are faced with a series of myths that serve to emphasise her 

difference while also holding her in check. It is, therefore, these myths that must be 

combatted in order for women to be bodied forth into realms of representation, and 

George Sand’s mythopoetics, I wish to argue, is a means of doing just that. 

George Sand is a figure who has long fascinated because of her difference: her 

consciously produced gender ambiguity, her consistent manipulation of genre and 

form in her writing, her persistent defiance of social codes and norms, all suggest a 

possibility of play, of challenging the mechanisms of power and control. As Margaret 

Cohen states, Sand’s career is defined by exception: ‘exception to women’s invisibility 

in the nineteenth-century republic of letters, and […] exception to the triumph of 

realism from which women writers have inexplicably been absent’.64 Through 
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recourse to myth and symbolic modes of representation, Sand performs through her 

texts acts of symbolic violence, performing acts of counter-discourse that seek to 

subvert hegemony. 

 

Myth and the Novel 

 

For Mircea Eliade, the position that was once occupied by the recitation of myths has 

in modern societies been assumed by prose narrative, and above all the novel, and he 

writes that ‘the modern passion for the novel expresses the desire to hear the greatest 

possible number of “mythological stories” desacralized or simply camouflaged under 

“profane” forms’.65 The novel, then, as an emergent form in the nineteenth century, a 

period of particularly acute shifts in cultural paradigms in the wake of major scientific 

and socio-political developments, offers fertile ground for the elaboration of a form of 

mythopoetic counter-discourse. Removing the myths that have facilitated masculine 

domination from their sanctified status and re-appropriating them in the name of the 

other might then effect a form of symbolic violence, cleaving open the spaces of 

representation to incorporate that which the dominant codes have wished to hold in 

check. 

Sand’s novels will therefore form the central corpus of this thesis.66 The first 

chapter will in some ways rehearse the traditional approach to the Sandian body by 

beginning with the body of Sand herself. The chapter will trace the body as it is 

represented in Sand’s autobiography, Histoire de ma vie, but not to offer reflections 

on Sand’s own life; rather, it will set aside to a certain extent the life of the author since 

the veracity of Sand’s self-penned account is somewhat dubious. Instead, it will read 

this text for traces of Sand’s venue à l’écriture, attending to those moments in which 

the body and bodily experience are described to demonstrate that the body is frequently 

related through recourse to the outside, in its phenomenological position within the 

world, and usually with reference to a mythic or fantastic intertext. It will focus in 

particular on Corambé, the mythic being conjured by Sand’s imagination and that 

informed her writing, positing the centrality of Corambé to any reading of Sand’s 

                                                           
65 Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (London: Allen and Unwin, 1964), p. 191. 
66 Sand’s literary output was vast and varied, but with the exception of Chapter 1, her work outside the 

novel – her plays, journalism, fairy tales, and correspondence – will be drawn on only as it illuminates 

my discussion of her novels. 



Introduction 

23 

 

fictional output, and providing a mythopoetic symbol around which her literary 

enterprise is organized. This will culminate in a reading of Sand’s first attempt at a 

fairy tale, written in the midst of the composition of her autobiography, and which 

encodes the shape-changing, egalitarian model Corambé represents through another 

mythopoetic creation, Gribouille. 

The two subsequent chapters turn to Sand’s novels, and in many ways follow 

the logic of Terdiman’s argument in his elaboration of counter-discourse. In his literary 

analyses, Terdiman begins with the realist, bourgeois novel, which he suggests leans 

towards counter-discursivity but is caught within the paradigms of dominant discourse 

that it in turn reinforces. Likewise, Chapter 2 of this thesis begins with Sand’s 

descriptive techniques as they pertain to the body in her novels, drawing on her use of 

aesthetic framing and her self-reflexive comments on art in her novels to bring out 

comparisons with the works of Balzac and Flaubert, demonstrating that Sand’s own 

counter-discourse deploys similar images (domesticity, the dead body) though with 

different results. In particular I will show how bodies in Sand’s texts frequently 

bemoan the failure of the male gaze to understand the body, arguing that Sand’s bodies 

are often depicted in motion, difficult to capture and pin down or, to borrow the term 

used most often in critical discourse, to petrify. 

Terdiman moves from the novel to prose poetry and especially that of Stéphane 

Mallarmé, which he considers more fully counter-discursive than the novel since it 

more experimentally moves away from dominant forms. In an interview with Jules 

Huret, Mallarmé stated that his perception of aesthetic beauty is, in effect, anti-realist. 

‘Nommer un objet, c’est supprimer les trois quarts de la jouissance du poème qui est 

faite du bonheur de deviner peu à peu; le suggérer, voilà le rêve. C’est le parfait usage 

de ce mystère qui constitue le symbole’.67 In bringing Mallarmé’s conception of the 

body into dialogue with Sand’s texts, Chapter 3 of this thesis breaks new ground, and 

the utility of mythopoetics which, it will be recalled, Fromet de Rosnay articulated in 

relation to Mallarmé, will come to the fore.68 While acknowledging the differences 

between Sand’s and Mallarmé’s understanding of the function of art since Sand 

resisted the notion of art for art’s sake, there is nevertheless a synergy between 
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Mallarmé’s interest in the body as artistic medium, his ‘écriture corporelle’, and Sand’s 

method of bodily depiction. Focusing on Sand’s use of flight and dance in her texts, 

two particularly mythopoetic forms of motion, this chapter considers how Sand’s 

novels integrate fantastic elements as a means of destabilizing Romantic notions of 

transcendence and the image of woman as angel. 

If the second and third chapters of this thesis examine Sand’s engagement with 

the two extremes of the binary articulated by Gilbert and Gubar in the form of the 

transcendent sublime and the earthly grotesque, the final chapter of the thesis examines 

how Sand populates the in-between space, the gap between these two poles. My 

argument in this chapter draws on Brooks’s assertion that the the nineteenth-century 

relationship to the bodily knowledge moves from a focus on looking at the body to 

hearing it.69 This trend finds its fullest expression, according to Brooks, in the 

psychoanalytic turn, but given the strong feminist critique of psychoanalysis as it 

developed at the end of the century I do not wish necessarily to attribute a 

psychoanalytic model to Sand’s bodily representations. Rather the usefulness of 

Brooks’s notion of hearing the body is that it reflects a move towards understandings 

that go beyond the purely visual or verbal. Emerging from my readings of Brooks but 

moving away from the psychoanalytical model, the final chapter will propose the 

confessional as a useful paradigm through which to read Sand’s corporeal 

representations. This chapter will therefore detail Sand’s opposition to the Catholic 

confessional, which, combined with her critique of some forms of medical practice, 

gestures towards ways of understanding the body in its entirety. By privileging neither 

verbal nor visual and by engaging more thoroughly with the individual in question, 

Sand’s iconoclastic integration of both religious and medical forms of bodily 

knowledge offers a counter-discourse to religious somatic doxa and the pervasive fear 

of the hysteric. It is in this chapter that the usefulness of Zola’s ‘living out loud’ 

proposition that furnishes the first part of my title comes to the fore. While the ‘out 

loud’ suggests a privileging of voice, the ‘living’ implies a more complex relationship 

with both the body and the word (written and spoken) in a more vital way. Sand’s 

confessional, I will argue, enables those bodies she represents to precisely live out 

loud. 
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The analyses provided in the pages that follow draw on an array of Sand’s 

works. With a writer as prolific as Sand there are inevitably difficult choices that must 

be made in order to arrive at a corpus that is both reflective of her dynamic and 

experimental approach while also allowing an argument to proceed unencumbered. 

The sample of texts that I have chosen therefore has aspirations towards 

representativeness without seeking to be exhaustive. My argument will not proceed 

chronologically, but rather will be accretive, taking in texts from every decade of her 

career, and in different genres, with a view to including those indispensable early 

works, Indiana and Lélia, over which much ink has already been spilt, while also 

submitting to scrutiny a widespread perception that Sand’s earlier works are more 

interesting and pleasurable in both intellectual and readerly terms. Indeed, I would 

agree with Peter Dayan’s assertion that ‘pour apprécier Sand, il ne s’agit pas de relire; 

il s’agit de lire beaucoup, beaucoup de romans différents’.70 Moreover, although Sand 

herself never seemed satisfied by anything she wrote, stating in Histoire de ma vie that 

‘[r]ien de ce que j’ai écrit dans ma vie ne m’a jamais satisfaite, pas plus mes premiers 

essais à l’âge de douze ans, que les travaux littéraire de ma vieillesse, et qu’il n’y a à 

cela aucune modestie de ma part’ (OA, I, p. 807), her later work, while less successful 

in financial terms, is at times considerably more experimental. The inclusion of 

important texts from this latter part of her career (after 1848) like Laura, voyage dans 

le cristal (1864), Mademoiselle La Quintinie (1863), and Mademoiselle Merquem 

(1868), as well as the virtually unstudied Flavie (1859), Francia (1872), and Histoire 

du véritable Gribouille (1850), seeks therefore to reject claims from writers like Cate 

who asserted that Sand ‘let her heart as well as her conscience run away with her so 

much that her later works failed to maintain the promise of the first’.71 Indeed, 

following Sand’s own apology in the Notice to the 1853 edition of Le Secrétaire intime 

(1834), I would venture that Sand’s poetics is incomprehensible without a thorough 

consideration of these later texts. As Sand reflects: ‘Mon point de vue a tellement 

changé, que je ne suis plus un juge impartial des essais de ma jeunesse’ (SI, p. 25). 

This is a useful means of defending against criticism to be sure, but it is also indicative 

of her evolution, which no reader of Sand can deny. 
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Woolf attributes the dearth of female novelists and their lack of access to 

language to their material poverty: ‘Intellectual freedom depends upon material things. 

Poetry depends upon intellectual freedom. And women have always been poor, not for 

two hundred years merely, but from the beginning of time’.72 Material, intellectual, 

and linguistic capital have been the reserve of a male elite since at least the dawn of 

recorded history. Resistance, then, is at once both imperative and inconceivable. The 

history of nineteenth-century France is one of struggle and revolution, and while 

Terdiman and Fromet de Rosnay demonstrate clearly the profound nature of the 

linguistic, epistemological, and indeed ontological crisis that faced writers of the 

period who engaged with this struggle, for women the stakes could not have been 

higher. Woolf uses the metaphor of the racecourse to express the double bind faced by 

women writers, imagining the fictional author Mary Carmichael approaching the 

fence, leaping, and making the jump, only to be faced with another fence beyond. This 

metaphor seems particularly fitting, since taking up the pen is a gamble in and of itself. 

If the pen is a ‘metaphorical penis’, as Gilbert and Gubar argue it might be seen to 

have become in patriarchal culture, then the very act of writing might be considered 

for woman a means only of doubly enclosing herself within the structures of a 

masculine system.73 However, through recourse to the symbolic, and through a 

deliberate act of appropriation, I believe this is rather an act of emancipatory 

resistance, recalling Béatrice Slama’s assertion that ‘écrire, pour une femme, c’est déjà 

en soi subversif’.74 In Woolf’s racecourse metaphor, as Mary approaches the fence, 

the manifestation in this metaphor of the limits of woman’s discursive space, the 

potential of symbolic resistance, and I believe mythopoetics, comes clearly into play: 

‘Think only of the jump, I implored her, as if I had put the whole of my money on her 

back; and she went over it like a bird’.75 This metaphor within a metaphor describes 

the precise possibilities of symbolic language that I see mythopoetics as having the 

potential to describe and perform. Placing my own money on Sand, let us take the 

jump into new fields of literary inquiry. 
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Chapter 1: SAND’S ARS MYTHOPOETICA 
 

La Presse ne commencera que le mercredi 4 octobre la publication de 

l’HISTOIRE DE MA VIE, par Mme GEORGE SAND afin de laisser le temps 

de s’abonner à tous ceux qui voudront avoir le commencement de ces 

mémoires, achetés CENT TRENTE MILLE FRANCS.76 

 
Thus ran the notice printed in every issue of La Presse between 2 September and 1 

October 1854 announcing the impending publication of Sand’s autobiography, and 

clearly wishing to build hype around future issues, even going so far as to print the 

price the periodical paid for the rights to the story of this infamous figure. But those 

hoping to find in Sand’s text ample grist to fuel the gossip mill were to be disappointed. 

As she warns within the first few pages of the text, ‘qu’aucun amateur de scandale ne 

se réjouisse, je n’écris pas pour lui’ (OA, I, p. 13). If Sand’s own body has been the 

site of projection, reconfiguration, and contestation, it seems she was not unaware (and 

indeed how could she be) that this was the case. In a study of the body in Sand’s works, 

then, there is perhaps no better place to start than with her autobiography. Begun in 

1847 and published in 138 instalments between 5 October 1854 and 17 August 1855, 

the text narrates Sand’s life, but with a particular focus on her formative years. Her 

amorous pursuits, which largely fuelled this public interest in her story, constitute very 

little of the text; some are omitted entirely. Instead, Sand provides the story of her 

coming to writing. The life she lived is there to be sure, for there would be no writing 

without a life to inform it, but Histoire de ma vie is far more valuable as a document 

tracing the emergence of a writer than as a reflection of the life of a nineteenth-century 

celebrity. Moreover, the accuracy of the details Sand does provide have long been 

subjected to scepticism. Critics including Janet Hiddleston, Anna Szabó, and Yvette 

Bozon-Scalzitti among others have all noted the problematic status of the life told in 

Histoire de ma vie.77 To my reading of the text, however, the veracity of the story Sand 

tells is less important than the words she uses to tell it. Focusing on the poetics of 

ontological experience and how this relates to Sand’s venue à l’écriture, I will trace 
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the means by which she describes her interaction with the world, and in particular with 

her own and others’ bodies, delineating how this informs her emergence as a writer. 

Any claim that Sand followed some form of overarching ars poetica must 

confront the problem that Sand performs frequent eschewals of theory. In Histoire de 

ma vie, she remarks that upon finishing Indiana in 1832 she found that she could no 

longer recall writing it: ‘j’eus à peine terminé mon premier manuscrit, qu’il s’effaça 

de ma mémoire, non pas peut-être d’une manière absolue que les nombreux romans 

que je n’avais jamais écrits, mais au point de ne plus m’apparaître que vaguement’ 

(OA, II, p. 168). This is a claim that she will reiterate on multiple occasions, not least 

in reference to the enormous Consuelo.78 Moreover, as she narrates the period leading 

up to the publication of Indiana she gives a much-cited description of the writing 

process that suggests her creativity does not entail any kind of method: 

 

J’écrivis tout d’un jet, sans plan […] et littéralement sans savoir où j’allais […]. 

J’avais en moi seulement, comme un sentiment bien net et bien ardent, 

l’horreur de l’esclavage brutal et bête […]. J’écrivis donc ce livre sous l’empire 

d’une émotion et non d’un système (OA, II, p. 164). 

 

Writing is here designated by Sand as an outpouring, a response to an overwhelming 

experience that compels her to pick up the pen, rather than as a result of a sustained 

thought process. As Naginski has written, ‘highlighting inspiration rather than 

methodology, she eludes any discussion of genesis, of gestation, of development. She 

presents herself as possessed by a “powerful emotion,” which sustains her during a 

prolonged period of creative hallucination’.79 A writer who privileges feeling over 

thought, then, one whose pen is guided not by design but by emotion, is the image 

Sand conjures of herself. It is perhaps this notion that led her male contemporaries to 

make their criticisms of her work in explicitly bodily terms, with frequent reference 

above all to bodily fluids. This configuration of Sand’s output as an unwelcome deluge 

recalls the old metaphor of woman as the weaker vessel.80 But as Sand scholars have 
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unto the weaker vessel’. In France, of course, this sentiment is echoed in Article 213 of the Code 

Civil: ‘Le mari doit protection à sa femme, la femme obéissance à son mari’. As Pierre Leroux 

objected in La Revue indépendante, the periodical he founded with Sand and Louis Viardot in 1841, 

‘il est faux que l’Évangile ait proclamé les droits de la femme; il a proclamé au contraire son 
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long noted, her claims of this type are dubious, and she often contradicts them. Like 

Flaubert’s frustrated search for the mot juste, she tells us that ‘si l’ouvrage n’avait pas 

toujours été la propriété d’un éditeur, je l’aurais mis dans un coin avec le projet de le 

refaire, et je l’y aurais oublié pour en essayer un autre’ (OA, I, p. 807). As she will go 

on to write in Histoire de ma vie: 

 

Il faut que chaque science, chaque art, chaque métier même ait sa doctrine. 

Rien n’existe sans une pensée dominante où le travail se rattache, où la volonté 

se maintient consciencieuse. Dans les époques de décadence où chacun fait à 

sa guise, sans respect pour rien ni personne, les arts déclinent et périssent (OA, 

II, p. 278). 

 

Naginski sees this contradiction as one Sand deliberately cultivated, arguing that ‘Sand 

herself contributed to her own myth. She seemed to enjoy the pretense of dashing 

things off and made it a point to appear as if she did not take her writing occupation 

very seriously’.81 The frequency with which Sand’s life story becomes a reflection on 

the writing process suggests that this image of Sand as an unthinking writer is indeed 

little more than an illusion, not to mention the annotations she made to manuscripts 

and the reeditions of her texts, most notably the two vastly different versions of Lélia. 

Whether consciously or not, Sand’s texts follow some form of design. The reading of 

her autobiography performed in this chapter will therefore seek to extract what this 

poetics entails, arguing, through an analysis of Sand’s coming to writing as she herself 

describes it, that the body and its place in both the world and in the text are at its core. 

 

The Autobiographical Project 

 

Sand conceived of writing something resembling an autobiography as early as 1827, 

and between that time and 1847 referred to the text in its gestational stage as her 

Mémoires. The title changed, however, as her project evolved. She did not wish simply 

to give the story of her life, but to place her life and her writing career in its wider 

social and historical context. Hence, Sand does not narrate her birth until chapter VII 

of part two, electing instead to spend the first few hundred pages giving her pre-history, 

the story of her ancestors, especially her father. She states that her individuality ‘n’a 

                                                           
asservissement’ (Pierre Leroux, ‘Aux Philosophes’, La Revue indépendante, November 1841, pp. 1-

59 (p. 34). 
81 Naginski, Writing for Her Life, p. 223. 
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par elle seule ni signification ni importance aucune. Elle ne prend un sens quelconque 

qu’en devenant une parcelle de la vie générale, en se fondant avec l’individualité de 

chacun de mes semblables, et c’est par là qu’elle devient de l’histoire’ (OA, I, p. 307). 

As Pierre Laforgue has stated, ‘il ne s’agit pas du tout pour Sand d’offrir un récit de sa 

vie, mais une histoire de sa vie’.82 This reflects a wider concern with both legitimacy 

and significance that speaks to the very act of life writing, and life writing in the 

feminine in particular. 

In his survey of French autobiography, Michael Sheringham argues that the 

autobiographical form is particularly intertextual. All autobiographies of course 

purport to do precisely the same thing: to tell the story of the writer’s life. But this can 

lead to anxieties about distinctiveness that can threaten the individuality of the life 

being written: 

 

In its most extreme form the threat posed by autobiographical intertextuality 

would be this: my life, in my autobiography, will not be mine if my text is the 

same as yours. […] The challenge […] is the need to strike a balance between 

the advantages of the archetype and the drawbacks of the stereotype.83  

 

It is significant in this respect that Sheringham’s text barely mentions autobiographies 

by women. Yet Sand’s autobiography fits this paradigm, since much of Histoire de ma 

vie lingers on her illustrious antecedents: Chateaubriand, Rousseau, Montaigne, and 

Augustine. That these forebears are all male is suggestive as to why Sand so repeatedly 

dwells on these earlier autobiographies and their relation to her own project, and also 

why she consistently seeks to justify her own addition to the genre. Carolyn Heilbrun 

has stated that ‘anonymity, we have long believed, is the proper condition of woman’.84 

Sand’s very career offers a significant challenge to this notion, but her autobiography 

even more so, since its very interest is in the process of Sand’s taking up the pen. 

Following Heilbrun, Kathleen Hart has similarly pointed to the value of women’s life 

writing as an act that is a priori counter-discursive: 

 

That the writing of a personal history is facilitated by the existence of a 

collectively shared myth helps to explain why women’s relationship to 

autobiography as a genre has been historically problematic. The myths of a 

                                                           
82 Pierre Laforgue, Corambé: Identité et fiction de soi chez George Sand (Paris: Klincksieck, 2003), p. 
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83 Michael Sheringham, French Autobiography: Devices and Desires (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1993; repr. 2001), p. 17 (original emphasis). 
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male-dominated society tend to deny women’s own subjectivity and capacity 

for agency. For a woman to write an autobiography at all is to contest societal 

myths about women’s restricted and seemingly pre-ordained roles and 

abilities.85 

 

The intertextual network identified by Sheringham into which any autobiography 

inserts itself presents itself here as its own form of dominant discourse, an integral part 

of the systems of control that denote women’s talk as untrustworthy. But there is a risk 

here of assuming that any words written by women are an act of contestation, of 

destabilization. That is not what I wish to say, echoing Heilbrun’s warning that 

‘women’s talk is not inherently or naturally subversive’.86 Instead, the significance of 

Sand’s autobiography in particular resides in the way in which it yearns to connect 

Sand’s own story to a wider human narrative, and its focus on the act of writing, one 

intimately bound up with the process of imagining alternatives to an unsatisfactory 

reality. As Heilbrun also argues, ‘what became essential was for women to see 

themselves collectively, not individually, not caught in some individual erotic and 

familial plot and, inevitably, found wanting’.87 Sand’s poetics, then, are an integral 

part of this argument, and Histoire de ma vie offers an important insight into the 

formation of these poetics. 

There is a tension between Sheringham’s definition of autobiography as an 

individual pursuit, and the impulse to include one’s life story as part of a collective 

identified by Heilbrun. Sand’s autobiography is a manifestation of this tension, and we 

witness Sand constantly seeking to reduce her individuality to form part of a larger 

story. As she informs us early in the text, her life story will not be a series of memories, 

but reflections. Her own life qua life does not (Sand believes) have any interest of its 

own, but the reflections she draws from her experience she hopes to be of use: ‘mon 

histoire par elle-même est fort peu intéressante. Les faits y jouent le moindre rôle, les 

réflexions la remplissent. Personne n’a plus rêvé et moins agi que moi dans la vie’ 

(OA, I, p. 27).  This impulse manifests itself particularly strongly when Sand addresses 

her ancestry. Keen to position herself as a figure able to speak across social strata, 

descended both from the dominant and the dominated, she rebukes her biographers 

                                                           
85 Kathleen Hart, ‘Louise Michel’s Utopian Cosmogony’, in Corps/Décors: Femmes, Orgie, Parodie, 
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who have claimed her title to be ‘Marquise de Dudevant’ or ‘Marie-Aurore de Saxe’, 

but acknowledges her position as one that perhaps offers an alternative perspective. A 

tale of two halves, then, not one harmonious being, but one suspended between two 

traditions, a conciliatory and yet not unproblematic position that characterises her 

story, and one might even say her fiction. In her discussion of her ancestry she writes: 

 

Le sang des rois se trouva mêlé dans mes veines au sang des pauvres et des 

petits; et comme ce qu’on appelle la fatalité, c’est le caractère de l’individu; 

comme le caractère de l’individu, c’est son organisation; comme l’organisation 

de chacun de nous est le résultat d’un mélange ou d’une parité de races, et la 

continuation, toujours modifiée, d’une suite de types s’enchaînant les uns aux 

autres, j’en ai toujours conclu que l’hérédité naturelle, celle du corps et de 

l’âme, établissait une solidarité assez importante entre chacun de nous et 

chacun de ses ancêtres (OA, I, p. 23). 

 

While Sand’s reference to the body here is in relation to family lineage, Sand is also 

keenly aware that the body is a product of social codes, as her cross-dressing in order 

to access the theatre and move around Paris unencumbered demonstrates. Not only 

was wearing men’s clothing more financially prudent in the days of her early career, 

but it also allowed her to approach the theatre in a very different way. It is entirely 

because Sand is aware of the coded nature of bodies, and feminine bodies in particular, 

that she believes she is able to embody a ‘convincing’ male: 

 

Les femmes savent peu se déguiser, même sur le théâtre. Elles ne veulent pas 

sacrifier la finesse de leur taille, la petitesse de leurs pieds, la gentillesse de 

leurs mouvements, l’éclat de leurs yeux; et c’est par tout cela pourtant, c’est 

par le regard surtout qu’elles peuvent arriver à n’être pas facilement devinées. 

Il y a une manière de se glisser partout sans que personne ne détourne la tête, 

et de parler sur un diapason bas et sourd qui ne résonne pas en flûte aux oreilles 

qui peuvent vous entendre. Au reste, pour n’être pas remarquée en homme, il 

faut avoir déjà l’habitude de ne pas se faire remarquer en femme (OA, II, p. 

118; original emphasis). 

 

These two passages, while ostensibly written in response to very different trains of 

thought, in fact provide reflections on the same thing: bodies as socially coded. But 

these codes are dependent on a variety of factors. To use the terms of Pierre Bourdieu, 

Sand’s habitus echoes her curious background and upbringing, one she seeks to 

reinforce as neither upper-, middle-, nor lower-class. Her habitus is instead informed 

by her experience of each of these social fields. But if Sand can be considered a 
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‘miraculée’, as Diana Holmes suggests she can – that is, an individual from a 

disadvantaged group who manages to overcome the obstacles to social mobility to 

attain a higher status – then her autobiography implies she also suffers from the anxiety 

associated with the ‘miraculé’.88  

At bottom, then, Sand’s text is an engagement with multiple forms of heritage. 

Andrew Counter has shown that inheritance is a particularly salient focus of 

nineteenth-century French fiction, especially in response to the strictures of the Code 

Civil. But the Code wrote women out of subjecthood. As Counter has stated, ‘the Code 

represented for women a matter of life and “civil death”, the fate to which they were 

doomed once married’.89 Although many of her novels address these questions of 

heritage and inheritance (Antonia features in Counter’s analysis), in her autobiography 

Sand’s focus is on her own multiple forms of heritage, and central to my argument 

here is the way these function on three levels: literary inheritance, what we might call 

intertextuality; historical inheritance, the historical facts and figures that populate 

Sand’s text; and what I am calling socio-corporeal inheritance, the means by which the 

body is coded and gendered by a heritage over which the social being has little control, 

something akin to Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. What is significant for my argument 

is that while these different forms of inheritance seemingly exist in different ways, 

they all inform Sand’s impulse not only to write, but specifically to write an 

autobiography. 

Early in the text Sand explains her motivation to publish the story of her life, 

and just as she would later claim that Indiana was produced under the control of some 

external force, so too does her autobiography seem to emerge from a pressure other 

than the desire to write for the sake of writing: ‘pour ma part, je crois accomplir un 

devoir, assez pénible même, car je ne connais rien de plus malaise que de se définir et 

de se résumer en personne’ (OA, I, p. 5). Frequently viewed as reaching outwards, 

beyond herself, Sand’s fictions have been shown to seek a reworking of the outside 

world through individual subjectivity, as projecting away from the body. Following 

Naginski’s suggestion of Sand’s ‘painterly imagination’,90 Mathias formulates Sand’s 

use of vision in her novels as one that filters what is seen through a particular 
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89 Andrew J. Counter, Inheritance in Nineteenth-Century French Culture: Wealth, Knowledge and the 

Family (Oxford: Legenda, 2010), p. 44. 
90 Naginski, Writing for her Life, p. 46. 



Sand’s Ars Mythopoetica 

34 

 

subjectivity, unlike her contemporaries who claim to present what they see as they see 

it.91 The expectations of an autobiography are different since the reader is seeing 

through the other rather than seeing the other; Sand must turn inwards, towards herself. 

She is caught in something of a double bind, feeling compelled to write her life but 

without wishing to transfigure herself into an object. The cult of celebrity is something 

Sand claims in her autobiography to have disdained. She became a writer to gain a 

level of financial autonomy, but found her body subject to an entirely new form of 

gaze. As she writes: 

 

J’avais voulu être artiste, je l’étais enfin. Je m’imaginai être arrivée au but 

poursuivi depuis longtemps, à l’indépendance extérieure et à la possession de 

ma propre existence: je venais de river à mon pied une chaîne que je n’avais 

pas prévue (OA, II, p. 181). 

 

Sand’s autobiography therefore provides an exploration of the means by which bodies 

are acted upon by social codes, tracing the corporeal effects of symbolic violence. An 

examination of the representation of bodies in this text, then, is particularly revelatory 

when it comes to Sand’s poetics, itself heavily informed by her own experience of 

socio-corporeality. 

 

Death and Desire 

 

Sand’s choice of title for her autobiography is revealing. While in 1827 she referred to 

her project as her Mémoires, her change of title she explains as a means of avoiding 

having to talk about the lives of others where this is deemed either irrelevant or 

unproductive: ‘je ne l’ai pas intitulé mes Mémoires, et c’est à dessein que je me suis 

servie de ces expressions: Histoire de ma vie, pour bien dire que je n’entendais pas 

raconter sans restriction celle des autres’ (OA, II, pp. 112-13). In this choice of title, 

however, Sand has one major predecessor: Casanova, who called his own 

autobiography Histoire de ma vie. Incidentally, due to its salacious content it was 

redacted and published in 1825 as Mémoires de J. Casanova de Seingault, écrits par 

lui-même. Whether Sand was aware of Casanova’s original title is unclear, but her 

library contained a copy of the 1838 version of the text, and critics have cited 
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Casanova’s Mémoires as an intertext for several Sand novels.92 Regardless of the 

origin of the title Sand gave to her autobiography, the connection with Casanova seems 

ironic: the high level of public anticipation that surrounded the serial publication of 

Sand’s text was in large part due to Sand’s position as a celebrity and the presumed 

scandalous nature of its content. But while candid, Sand’s text mostly avoids any 

potentially sensational material. Indeed, Sand’s life after leaving her husband 

consumes very little of the text. Her amorous connections with Jules Sandeau, Alfred 

de Musset, and Michel de Bourges, are condensed if not erased entirely. Her marriage 

and experiences of childbirth are similarly undisclosed. These specific bodily 

experiences are not her object of reflection here. Her father’s life and her childhood 

constitute most of the text, with her marriage to Casimir Dudevant reduced to under 

100 pages, little of which actually refers to Casimir. As Georges Lubin has stated, the 

final volume of Histoire de ma vie ‘donne l’impression d’une tâche hâtivement 

expédiée pour arriver au dénouement’ (OA, I, p. xxii). If this is a text about becoming 

a writer, we might therefore conclude that these elements of bodily experience are 

alien to Sand’s conception of writing. But that is not to say that the body is wholly 

absent. In fact, Sand’s first memory is entirely bodily (if that is not a tautology). This 

first memory is an experience over which she lingers, assigning it a level of particular 

symbolic importance. It is therefore significant that this memory pertains to her body, 

as she recalls being dropped against a fireplace as a small child. Of this experience she 

writes: ‘cet ébranlement du système nerveux ouvrirent mon esprit au sentiment de la 

vie, et je vis nettement, je vois encore, le marbre rougeâtre de la cheminée, mon sang 

qui coulait’ (OA, I, p. 530). Bodily sensation and writing are intricately connected. If 

Sand’s writing has been associated with bodily fluids by her male detractors, then Sand 

herself here reinforces this association. As Naginski states, ‘in Histoire de ma vie the 

birth of consciousness is associated with pain, blood, contact with the “hard” realities 

of the world’.93 But this scene is doubly significant. In a text that narrates an escape 

from expected, doxic notions of the domestic, the ‘hard reality’ to which Sand’s first 

memory refers is not only literal here, since the hearth is an archetypal image of 
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traditional domesticity. Naginski, following Lucienne Frappier-Mazur, suggests that 

the scar on Sand’s forehead that results from this episode can also be read as a symbol 

of her future intellectual existence, linking écriture to blessure, a wound to be healed 

through the writing process.94 That this blessure is caused by an image par excellence 

of female domesticity in turn therefore underscores Sand’s resistance to bodily codes, 

projecting onto her very body a sign of counter-discursivity. 

If the body is inseparable from the writing project, Sand’s representational 

practices as she defines them in Histoire de ma vie seek to avoid presenting the body 

as an object of the gaze, promoting instead an alternative model that safeguards 

individuality and subjecthood without succumbing to fixity. Thus, the actual 

description she provides of her own body is minimal. In a move that has the potential 

to undermine this very project, the only description she gives of herself is taken from 

her passport, creating yet another intertextual reference, and therefore describing her 

body only through the words of the one who wrote the passport (presumably male). 

This move is self-consciously ironic. As Janet Hiddleston has noted, this description 

is effectively genderless, since the attributes she mentions are not markers of gender, 

and therefore differs from the descriptions other women writers provide of themselves 

in their autobiographies, as a means of asserting her status as a person rather than 

reducing her to her gender. But this also draws attention to the conventional 

expectation of a woman’s identity to be reduced to bodily functions.95 Sand is keenly 

aware of these expectations, but is also aware of their gendered nature, and therefore 

her description of herself follows her wider narrative of subversion: 

 

J’ai parlé de ma figure, afin de n’avoir plus du tout à en parler. Dans le récit de 

la vie d’une femme, ce chapitre, menaçant de se prolonger indéfiniment, 

pourrait effrayer le lecteur; je me suis conformée à l’usage, qui est de faire la 

description extérieure du personnage que l’on met en scène, et je l’ai fait dès 

le premier mot qui me concerne, afin de me débarrasser complètement de cette 

puérilité dans tout le cours de mon récit; j’aurais peut-être pu ne pas m’en 

occuper du tout; j’ai consulté l’usage, et j’ai vu que des hommes très sérieux, 

en racontant leur vie, n’avaient pas cru devoir s’y soustraire (OA, I, p. 467). 

 

There is a double standard. Since men have traditionally held the position of viewer, 

of subject, even when their object is themselves there is no expectation for them to 
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render their physical attributes. Women, however, when they turn to themselves, are 

expected to do precisely that. But when language fails to account for female experience 

this becomes doubly problematic: women are expected to describe themselves, and to 

use the language of masculine dominant discourse to do so. Sand rejects this paradox. 

Physical description, she stresses, is secondary at best, a distraction from the true 

content. Woman has been maintained as an empty vessel precisely because she has 

been traditionally reduced to the container. Sand’s text reverses this polarity, the sheer 

length of her autobiography bespeaking a desire to fill this void. 

This same practice is not confined to descriptions of herself. Just as her own 

description is taken from another document, so too is that of her father. Since her father 

died when she was only four years old, perhaps Sand could not rely on her own 

memory, though this has not posed problems elsewhere in the text, and she frequently 

justifies the precision of her narrative by mentioning her peculiarly potent powers of 

recall. Nonetheless, the description Sand provides of her father is taken from a portrait 

(OA, I, p. 226). This Sandian descriptive technique recurs across her oeuvre, and its 

manifestations in her fiction will be considered in Chapter 2. What is significant at this 

stage is that description of actual bodies in Sand’s writing frequently happens at one 

remove, mediated by some other document. For instance, a large part of the story of 

her great-grandfather, the Maréchal de Saxe, is taken wholesale from Henri Martin’s 

Histoire de France. But her father is a particular case. His story haunts the text, since 

most of the first book is consumed by edited versions of his letters written before 

Sand’s birth, prompting Naomi Schor to dub the text a ‘paternal epic’.96 While the 

father’s body in life is entirely absent, in a scene Belinda Jack has described as ‘the 

most extraordinary [Sand] ever wrote’97 his corpse enters the text after the death of 

Sand’s grandmother. Before her grandmother’s burial, the family crypt is reopened in 

order that her grandmother may be buried with him. Sand’s tutor, Deschartres, who 

was also tutor to her father, takes Sand to the open tomb, where he encourages her to 

kiss the remains: 

 

J’ai vu le squelette. La tête s’était détachée d’elle-même. Je l’ai soulevée, je 

l’ai baisée. J’en ai éprouvé un si grand soulagement, moi qui n’ai pu recevoir 

son dernier baiser, que je me suis dit que vous ne l’aviez peut-être pas reçu non 

plus. Demain cette fosse sera fermée. On ne la rouvrira sans doute plus que 
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pour vous. Il faut y descendre, il faut baiser cette relique. Ce sera un souvenir 

pour toute votre vie. Quelque jour, il faudra écrire l’histoire de votre père, ne 

fût-ce que pour le faire aimer à vos enfants, qui ne l’auront pas connu (OA, I, 

p. 1107). 

 

This scene, for Schor, is ‘one of the animating factors in Sand’s decision to write her 

autobiography, for Sand’s Histoire de ma vie is first and foremost the biography of her 

father’.98 While the position of the father in this text is particularly striking, the 

significance of this scene somewhat alters when placed within its wider context. When 

Sand first introduced the character of Deschartres at the beginning of the text, she cites 

a similar incident that took place during the Terror. Deschartres, while serving as tutor 

to Sand’s father, would also frequent hospitals and ‘ampithéâtres de dissection’. On 

one occasion, he was presented with the recently severed head of a friend. He waited, 

Sand tells us, for the student to turn away so that he could kiss this head (OA, I, p. 54). 

The necrophilic impulse is one that Deschartres has long nurtured, it seems. 

Deschartres’s fascination with anatomy also feeds into Sand’s schooling. He 

would use skulls, arms, and legs, provided by Claudius, Sand’s name for Stéphane 

Ajasson de Grandsagne, to demonstrate the different structures of the human body, 

and encouraged her to draw them. These teachings never went beyond the skeletal 

structure, but Claudius donated a skeleton of a small girl to the endeavour. This 

skeleton sat upon Sand’s chest of drawers, but prompted an ‘effet de l’imagination’ as 

Sand dreams the skeleton arose and drew the curtains around her bed: 

 

Je m’éveillai, et le voyant fort tranquille à la place où je l’avais mis, je me 

rendormis tranquillement. Mais le rêve s’obstina, et cette petite fille desséchée 

se livra à tant d’extravagances qu’elle me devint insupportable. Je me levai et 

la mis à la porte, après quoi je dormis fort bien. Le lendemain elle recommença 

ses sottises; mais cette fois je me moquai d’elle, et elle prit le parti de rester 

sage, pendant tout le reste de l’hiver, sur ma commode (OA, I, pp. 1076-77). 

 

Myriad associations therefore converge on these images of dead bodies; this is more 

than a mere necrology. They are associated at once with the imaginary, with desire, 

with knowledge, and above all, with creativity. Mathias has demonstrated that an 

interdisciplinary approach that brings together artistic representation and scientific 

understanding is integral to Sand’s poetics, which privilege above all the image of the 
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‘artiste naturaliste’.99 Mathias applies this concept of artistic representation to Sand’s 

understanding of nature, but it is equally true here of her understanding of the body. It 

reflects, too, what Lisa Downing identifies as an alternative model of desire in 

nineteenth-century France. My argument for Sand’s mythopoetics is that this mode of 

representation is a means of circumventing the othering of dominant discourses. 

Downing’s theorization of necrophilia as an aesthetic rather than as a marginal sexual 

perversion effects a similar renovation of traditional poetics. For Downing, ‘the 

eroticization of death is a means by which the subject approaches the ineffable’.100 

Little wonder, then, that this same aesthetic appears in Sand’s texts. Sand’s approaches 

to death in her fiction will be considered in the following chapter, but for now the most 

significant implication of this aspect of Sand’s text is its association with transgression. 

If Sand’s poetics are to be understood as a counter-discourse, it is important in this 

regard that the interest she takes in dead bodies is censored by those around her, the 

‘commères mâles et femelles de la ville de La Châtre’ (OA, I, p. 1082). Her interest in 

the dead body, her wearing of men’s clothing, her riding horseback alone: these bodily 

acts are taboo, and mark Sand’s difference. 

We find that this same concern with bodily understanding manifests itself with 

the death of her mother. Although here the corpse is not depicted, we glimpse her 

mother’s final moments, described as a means to differentiate Sand’s conception of 

the social body from that of her mother. Sand’s relationship with her mother as it is 

presented in her autobiography is strained, and this tension in part stems from her 

mother’s values, which differ from Sand’s. This difference is particularly acute when 

it comes to her mother’s materialism, which Sand rejects at multiple points in her 

narrative. It is fitting, then, that even in her final moments, her mother demonstrates 

her concern with paraître over être: ‘À cinq heures de l’après-midi, elle avait dit à ma 

sœur: “Coiffe-moi, je voudrais être bien coiffée”. Elle s’était regardée au miroir, elle 

avait souri. Sa main avait laissé retomber le miroir, et son âme s’était envolée’ (OA, 

II, p. 401). Sand arrives too late to see her mother before her death, but she goes on: 

‘J’arrivais pour la trouver guérie en effet, guérie de l’effroyable fatigue et de la tâche 

cruelle de vivre en ce monde’ (OA, II, p. 401; original emphasis). For all Sand’s mother 

differs from Sand in her approach to the body within the world, Sand here gestures 
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towards the bodily effects of this existence. Living in this era, suffering these socio-

corporeal effects of the doxa, is a very real suffering, figured here as illness, from 

which the only escape is death. 

Sand’s text therefore exhibits the corporeal manifestations of the mal du siècle, 

and the effects of this malady are not confined to her mother. Sand, too, suffers. In a 

frank and potentially shocking description of part of her adolescence, Sand reveals that 

her experience of nineteenth-century spleen led her to consider suicide at the age of 

seventeen. Railing against France’s approach to materialism, to questions of property, 

inheritance, rank, education, and labour, which she considered antithetical to the 

supposedly Christian values of the nation, in short against the socio-corporeal legacy 

of the Napoleonic Code, she felt ‘entraînée à protester, dans [s]on âme, contre l’œuvre 

des siècles’ (OA, I, p. 1094). But this struggle in turn induced an affective response: 

 

Mon existence domestique était si morne, si endolorie, mon corps si irrité par 

une lutte continuelle contre l’accablement, mon cerveau si fatigué de pensées 

sérieuses trop précoces, et de lectures trop absorbantes aussi pour mon âge, que 

j’arrivai à une maladie morale très grave: l’attrait du suicide (OA, I, p. 1094). 

 

This desire is linked to water, which she relates as a kind of monomania: ‘C’était l’eau 

surtout qui m’attirait comme par un charme mystérieux’ (OA, I, p. 1095). Given that 

her objections to social mores have a specifically religious inflection this 

contemplation of suicide is perhaps more symbolic, or at least could be written about 

because, of course, the reader knows she did not follow through, since she lived to 

write the autobiography in the first place. But given the myriad significations of water 

it seems that her attraction to this as a means of suicide is noteworthy, offering as it 

does the possibility of both purification and reflection. Thus, in a scene that seems to 

recall the death of her father in a horse-riding accident by the Indre, Sand recalls 

travelling on horseback with Deschartres down the bank of this same river. Deschartres 

warns her of the particular depth of that point of the river, but rather than inciting Sand 

to take greater care, this detail causes her to be overcome by this monomania and 

suddenly veer her horse, Colette, to the right: ‘me voilà dans l’eau profonde, saisie 

d’un rire nerveux et d’une joie délirante’ (OA, I, p. 1096). 

Evelyne Ender likens Sand’s relationship to water in Histoire de ma vie to that 

of Virginia Woolf in Professions for Women, arguing that both writers’ explorations 
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of water lead to an aporia, its mysteries inaccessible to the human mind.101 In this scene 

of almost-suicide, Ender notes that while this water is intended to purify it retains its 

unknowability: ‘it is still that mysterious element which contains the elusive 

significations, the inarticulate perceptions, and the denied knowledge which constitute, 

according to Sand, a woman’s identity’.102 This analysis is, however, part of Ender’s 

wider diagnosis of Sand as a trademark sufferer of hysteria. Hysteria, for Ender, is a 

manifestation of the body in thought, a symptom of a knowledge that cannot be spoken. 

As Barthes would write that ‘ce que cache mon langage, mon corps le dit’,103 hysteria 

is a doomed attempt to give voice to an understanding of sexual difference, doomed 

because those speaking do not have access to the words necessary to perform a self-

diagnosis, and are reliant instead on the doctor, analyst, critic, or reader.104 This 

encounter with the other will structure much of the analyses that follow, but for now 

my argument is that while Sand’s Histoire de ma vie offers no firm answers, instead I 

would read the text as a working through of this unspeakability of bodily knowledge, 

a kind of ontological quest that seeks an alternative way of speaking the self. Thus the 

text reflects this anxiety – or indeed inability – to speak the body, which Ender’s 

analyses of Valentine and Lélia seemingly confirm. My own reading problematizes 

such a conclusion in particular through the inclusion of Sand’s later texts which 

become substantially more experimental. Sand’s mythopoetics encourages, I would 

argue, not a means of knowing the body, but of celebrating its mystery. 

Naginski has argued that Sand’s autobiography can be read as a reworking of 

the myth of Sisyphus, an image Naginski calls ‘Sisypha’.105 The task faced by 

Sisyphus is refigured as the task of the writer, the work of removing the stone reflecting 

the trope of realist petrification and female marmorization under the weight of the male 

gaze. The rock, in Naginski’s formulation, comes to symbolise woman’s fixity and her 

difference, and its removal preoccupies Sand’s early texts. Histoire de ma vie, 

Naginski suggests, is the moment in which Sand finally completes this task, ushering 

in a new period of understanding and self-knowledge: ‘Sisypha’s struggle has now 

come to a satisfying close. The year of 1855 thus becomes a watershed year, marked 
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by a coming to terms with the autobiographical project, and by a closing of the gap 

between savoir and pouvoir’.106 While my reading follows Naginski’s premise, the 

suicide scene, in its rewriting of Sand’s father’s death scene, moves us away from solid 

ground, and into the slippery, revitalizing potential of the liquid (one hinted at here by 

Naginski’s use of ‘watershed’). Mathias too has argued that in Sand’s texts these 

images are less concrete than they may seem: ‘whereas images of solidity (rocks, 

stones, boulders) are conventionally used to indicate a firm hold on the real, in Sand 

they are linked with fluidity and incoherence’.107 Instead of Sisypha and her stone, a 

different, watery myth pervades Sand’s autobiography (and, indeed, threatens all 

autobiographies): that of Narcissus and his pool. 

 

Sand’s Autobiographical Body 

 

In 1808, Sand’s mother was pregnant. Sand’s father, meanwhile, was stationed in 

Madrid with Napoleon’s forces. Not wishing to be alone for the birth, Sand’s mother 

decided to travel from Paris with the young Sand in tow to be with her husband for the 

birth. This episode, coming at a crucial point of the child’s development, is filled with 

references to the other, figurations in various forms of the Lacanian Mirror Stage, as 

Pierre Laforgue has also noted.108 But the Mirror Stage is itself a repackaging of 

Freud’s Narcissus. On one occasion, Sand relates a scene in which she is sitting alone 

in a courtyard. From a distance she sees her father’s manservant, Weber, crossing the 

courtyard and calls to him. He does not hear her, but she hears the echo of her call 

reverberate back towards her. This is Sand’s first experience of an echo, which she 

does not recognize as such. Instead, she writes, 

 

L’impression la plus étrange pour moi était d’entendre mon propre nom répété 

avec ma propre voix. Alors il me vint à l’esprit une explication bizarre. C’est 

que j’étais double, et qu’il y avait autour de moi un autre moi que je ne pouvais 

pas voir, mais qui me voyait toujours, puisqu’il me répondait toujours (OA, I, 

p. 573; original emphasis). 

 

                                                           
106 Naginski, ‘Sisypha’, pp. 146. 
107 Mathias, Vision, p. 23. 
108 Pierre Laforgue, ‘Le Je dans Histoire de ma vie’, in Lire ‘Histoire de ma vie’ de George Sand, ed. 

by Simone Bernard-Griffiths and José-Luis Diaz (Clermont-Ferrand: Presses universitaires Blaise 

Pascal, 2003), pp. 335-50 (p. 340). 



Sand’s Ars Mythopoetica 

43 

 

In her discovery of her otherness, Sand imagines herself as object, seen by an unseen 

observer. Rather than Narcissus, she is perhaps closer to Echo. Gayatri Spivak reminds 

us that Freud’s reading of Ovid’s Narcissus erases the figure of Echo. She describes 

her astonishment at discovering that while Echo does not feature in Freud’s 

elaborations of narcissism, he locates ‘the richest examples of narcissism among 

women, especially women unfulfilled by the secondary narcissism of motherhood’.109 

The Mirror Stage, the moment Narcissus looks into the pool only to recognize himself, 

is to be celebrated in Lacan and Freud. Returning to the source, Spivak shows that in 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses this story of punishment provides no jubilation for Echo. 

While Narcissus profits in this scopophilic economy by finding some form of self-

consolidation in death, the body of Echo, meanwhile, as the reverberation of the words 

of others, ‘has no identity proper to itself. It is obliged to be imperfectly and 

interceptively responsive to another’s desire, if only for the self-separation of 

speech’.110 For Sand, this scene, like the Mirror Stage, leads to a knowledge of 

otherness, the notion of a self beyond the reaches of the self: ‘J’en conclus que toutes 

choses et toutes gens avaient leur reflet, leur double, leur autre moi, et je souhaitai 

vivement de voir le mien’ (OA, I, p. 574; original emphasis). Exhibiting what we might 

diagnose as a narcissistic impulse, this desire to see her ‘other’ does not lead to 

annihilation; instead, her mother’s explanation of this disembodied voice allows Sand 

to valorize the experience both Ovid and Freud negate, and Echo’s reverberations at 

last find a listener: ‘Elle me dit que c’était une voix qui était dans l’air, et l’inconnu 

garda pour moi sa poésie’ (OA, I, p. 574; original emphasis). 

The echo scene comes shortly after another encounter with the other, another 

pre-figuration (though more concrete) of Lacan’s Mirror Stage. While in Madrid, Sand 

and her family are accommodated in Manuel Godoy’s Palais de la Paix, occupied by 

Prince Joachim-Napoléon Murat. This palace proves an especially productive 

environment for the young Sand’s imagination, as it recalls the fairy tales her mother 

would read to her: ‘j’entrais là véritablement en plein dans la réalisation de mes contes 

de fées’ (OA, I, p. 566). These images have such sway over Sand’s imagination that 

the comparison she constructs between Prince Murat and Marie-Catherine d’Aulnoy’s 

Prince Fanfarinet proves so compelling that she frequently calls him by the name of 
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d’Aulnoy’s fictional prince rather than his own name (OA, I, p. 568). Sand imagines, 

too, that the eyes in the enormous paintings that adorn the Palace walls watch her, 

filling her with dread. Most provocative of all these decorations, however, is a large 

cheval glass, ‘une glace psyché, où je me voyais marcher sur les tapis, et où je ne me 

reconnus pas d’abord, car je ne m’étais jamais vue ainsi de la tête aux pieds’ (OA, I, p. 

567). This moment of misrecognition of her own reflection, frequently interpreted as 

a Mirror Stage, is then prolonged as Sand returns often to this particular mirror during 

her time in Madrid, initially performing theatrical poses before it, but then these 

scenarios would become more elaborate, involving a white rabbit she found on the 

Palace grounds:  

 

Puis je prenais mon lapin blanc, et je voulais contraindre à en faire autant: ou 

bien je faisais le simulacre de l’offrir en sacrifice aux dieux, sur un tabouret 

qui me servait d’autel. Je ne sais pas où j’avais vu, soit sur la scène, soit dans 

une gravure, quelque chose de semblable. Je me drapais dans ma mantille pour 

faire la prêtresse, et je suivais tous mes mouvements. […]. Voyant ma personne 

et celle du lapin dans la glace, j’arrivais, avec l’émotion du jeu, à me persuader 

que je jouais une scène à quatre, soit deux petites filles et deux lapins. Alors le 

lapin et moi nous adressions en pantomime des saluts, des menaces, des prières 

aux personnages de la psyché (OA, I, p. 571). 

 

More than just an iteration of the Mirror Stage, then, this episode shows the young 

Sand manifesting her early creative instincts built around notions of bodily experience. 

Play, experimentation, is at the heart of Sand’s mythopoetics, just as here she uses her 

body to create new realities that themselves draw on mythology. But there is a double 

significance of the cheval glass, one of which Sand (the mature Sand) may well have 

been aware.111 The term ‘glace psyché’ is drawn from the Roman story of Eros and 

Psyche contained within Apuleius’s Metamorphoses. The woman who looks at herself 

in the mirror is considered to be like Psyche, a goddess herself often depicted with 

wings (hence the common name of the species of butterfly Leptosia nina: the Psyche). 

Within the Metamorphoses the story of Eros and Psyche is a mise en abyme, mirroring 

the frame narrative in which it is placed. Psyche is itself drawn from the Greek word 

for soul, and thus the cheval glass, the glace psyché, facilitates a viewing of oneself in 

one’s entirety, but this also implies a soul-searching of sorts. This connection has been 
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noted by Jacques Derrida, who states that ‘une psyché, homonyme ou nom commun, 

c’est aussi le grand et double miroir installé sur un dispositif pivotant. La femme, 

disons Psyché, l’âme, sa beauté ou sa vérité, peut s’y réfléchir’.112 For the young Sand, 

this exploration of the self and the truth of the soul quickly evolves into a form of 

artistic expression. 

The overwhelming presence of myth and fairy tale in Sand’s autobiography is 

striking in this regard. Sand’s interest in fairy tale will lead her to write a number of 

tales herself, most notably her collection Contes d’une grand-mère, published at the 

end of her career. But many passages of Histoire de ma vie suggest this interest is 

deeply rooted in her childhood. If her autobiography provides the tale of her coming 

to writing, myth and fairy tale are an integral part of this story. Sand describes her 

mother reading fairy tales to her, but Sand’s affinity for the genre is much greater, and 

they capture her imagination to such an extent that her early forays into creative 

production are entirely structured by them. Autobiography, we have established, 

engages with forms of otherness; the omnipresence of fairy tale is therefore doubly 

significant, for otherness is practically a definition of fairy tale. As Marina Warner has 

written: 

 

The Other Worlds which fairy tales explore open a way for writers and 

storytellers to speak in Other terms, especially when the native inhabitants of 

the imaginary places do not belong to an established living faith and therefore 

do not command belief or repudiation.113 

 

Searching for an authentic form of embodiment, Sand’s turn to fairy tales is linked to 

a desire to envision alternatives to a world with which she has already begun to display 

dissatisfaction. Thus she criticizes Rousseau’s Émile for wishing to puncture the 

illusion of imagination from which fairy tales derive their force: ‘Je n’approuve pas du 

tout Rousseau de vouloir supprimer le merveilleux, sous prétexte de mensonge’ (OA, 

I, p. 533). As Warner further states, fairy tales are ‘laboratories for experiments with 

thought, allegories of alternatives to the world we know’.114 As a child, Sand took huge 

pleasure in being able to read her fairy tales for herself. She similarly enjoyed being 

able to read her Abrégé de mythologie grecque, though some of these tales she found 

                                                           
112 Jacques Derrida, Psyché: Inventions de l’autre (Paris: Éditions Galilée, 1987), p. 30. 
113 Marina Warner, Once Upon A Time: A Short History of Fairy Tale (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014), p. 2. 
114 Warner, Once Upon A Time, p. 5. 



Sand’s Ars Mythopoetica 

46 

 

less pleasant because of their lack of a happy resolution. She confesses, however, that 

despite her preference for faerie, both myth and fairy tale had a significant influence 

over her imagination, and links them specifically with her early manifestations of 

creativity in a passage that recalls both Echo and the Zephyr who guides Psyche to 

Eros during the trials of Venus: 

 

Les nymphes, les zéphyrs, l’écho, toutes ces personnifications des riants 

mystères de la nature tournaient mon cerveau vers la poésie, et je n’étais pas 

encore assez esprit fort pour ne pas espérer parfois de surprendre les napées et 

les dryades dans les bois et dans les prairies (OA, I, p. 618). 

 

Sand, as Mathias has shown, is a writer in search of truth, of some form of ‘vérité’.115 

Mathias privileges an interdisciplinary approach to writing underpinned by both 

scientific understanding and an appreciation of nature, but Mathias leaves the body out 

of her evaluation of Sand’s poetics. Sand, in this passage, posits myth as a means of 

accessing these ‘mystères de la nature’, integral to the kind of ‘vérité’ Mathias asserts 

as the object of Sand’s creative enterprise. In turning to myth to reveal truths Sand 

reveals herself to be strikingly modern; it would be, of course, primarily through 

recourse to myth that psychoanalytic discourse would seek to understand bodily 

experience. 

The most mythopoetic explorations of truth in Sand’s autobiography are also 

often related to flight. Sand pronouncement early in Histoire de ma vie that ‘l’homme-

oiseau, c’est l’artiste’ (OA, I, p. 18) has long attracted critical attention. While Vigor 

Caillet lists Sand’s ‘Chapitre des oiseaux’, the early chapter of her autobiography in 

which she lingers over her interest in birds, as one of her many digressions in this text, 

it is clear that this is far more than a digression.116 In fact, Sand’s linking of artistry 

and birds has implications for her wider conception of a bodily poetics. Ghillebaert 

has drawn on Sand’s profound interest in birds and their connections in her worldview 

to artistry as a means of understanding Consuelo as the ultimate expression of Sand’s 

ideal vision of the artist and of the social being.117 Birds are, in Sand’s conception, 

‘l’être supérieur dans la création’ (OA, I, p. 17). This superiority stems from their 
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ability to fly and sing, but also the distribution of gender roles, in which both male and 

female of the species play equal roles. Ghillebaert connects this with Consuelo’s 

happy, cross-class marriage and her philanthropic impulse. I would go further, drawing 

on Mary Russo’s notion of the ‘aerial sublime’. For Russo, liberatory discourses have 

as an essential metaphorical concern the reclamation of space. Russo proposes the 

aerial sublime as a model of reconfiguring cultural identity that evades the trap of 

either transcendence or immanence, allowing her instead to ‘have it both ways’. Thus 

she draws on examples such as female pilot Amelia Earhart and female trapeze artists 

as instances of bodily acts of female emancipation associated with flight but which are 

marked as deviant, thereby configuring her idea of the aerial sublime as an 

‘embodiment of possibility and error’.118 What Russo offers, then, is an imagery of 

emancipatory possibilities that accounts for the biological limitations of the human 

body, one that I believe is a useful means of thinking about Sand’s own counter-

discourse. Returning momentarily to Consuelo, whom Ghillebaert presents as the 

ultimate manifestation of Sand’s ‘artist-bird’ (a syllogism Ghillebaert coins herself), 

the limitations and experimental nature of Russo’s aerial sublime captures what 

Ghillebaert does not: the ending of Consuelo’s story. This ‘fairytale ending’, as 

Ghillebaert describes it, is problematized by Consuelo’s loss of her voice.119 Sand’s 

mythopoetics contends with the same possibility of both transcendence and 

immanence that Russo ascribes to the aerial sublime.  

The experimental nature of Sand’s texts and the importance of aeriality to this 

experimentalism will be returned to in Chapter 3, but Sand’s autobiography enacts a 

particular engagement with aeriality that has substantial ramifications for what I have 

called her mythopoetics. In a striking passage, Sand recalls a daydream she had during 

the late moments of Napoleon’s Russian campaign. She recounts a fortnight during 

which the Emperor and his army went missing, and was fascinated by how this could 

come about. It evoked specific fantasies that have stayed with her, and in one of these 

she imagined herself transfigured into a being with wings, flying over the Russian 

plains in search of Napoleon and his forces, whom she then guided back to France. In 

a mythopoetic gesture she imagines herself metamorphosed into a being of aerial 

capabilities. So real was this vision that upon waking she feels tired, ‘brisée par le long 
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vol que j’avais fourni, […] mais j’éprouvais une grande joie d’avoir sauvé l’armée 

française et son empereur’ (OA, I, p. 738). These bodily effects bespeak both 

limitations and possibility, and provide an early example of Sand’s attempt (albeit in 

this case an impossibility) to enact social change through the symbolic, one frequently 

envisioned through aeriality. 

The affinity with birds that Sand describes in her autobiography is explicitly 

associated with her mother. In the ‘chapitre des oiseaux’, she writes of her maternal 

grandfather, who was a bird seller, and of her mother’s own particular relationship 

with birds, stating that ‘Je tiens ce don de ma mère, qui l’avait encore plus que moi’ 

(OA, I, p. 16, original emphasis). It is telling then that her enjoyment of mythopoetic 

play, of imagining new and other worlds informed by the myths and fairy tales, is also 

associated with her mother, who would read these tales to her. While her mother 

allowed, encouraged, and at times partook in the games she would play, Sand’s 

paternal grandmother adopted a very different approach, one modelled on Rousseau’s 

Émile. As a child, Sand and her companion Ursule, the niece of her grandmother’s 

chambermaid who came to Nohant after the death of Sand’s father, would play 

together with Sand’s mother. Sand recounts constructing a grotto that she greatly 

enjoyed, and insisted that her grandmother come and see it. Her grandmother, 

however, mocks them for their juvenility (OA, I, p. 634). These differing approaches 

to parenting consume a large portion of the text, coming to the fore especially after her 

mother moves from Nohant to Paris with Sand’s half-sister, leaving Sand with her 

grandmother. Sand’s creativity, her yearnings towards ‘poésie’ that frequently 

manifest themselves in the form of mythopoetic play, now feel suppressed. She is even 

made to refer to her grandmother in the third person. While her mother partook in the 

play, her grandmother refused. As with Sand’s concerns with inheritance, her 

grandmother finds herself on the side of the aristocratic, the bourgeois, the doxa, while 

her mother encourages the kind of play that will come to define Sand’s life, and 

especially her writing, a connection Sand actively makes here in her response to her 

grandmother that is filled with invective: ‘J’avais une peur effroyable de devenir 

comme elle, et quand elle m’ordonnait de n’être à ses côtés ni agitée ni bruyante, il me 

semblait qu’elle me commandât d’être morte’ (OA, I, p. 640). Although fatherless, 

Sand suffers the regulatory effects of the Law of the Father at the hands of her 

grandmother, who is thoroughly wedded to the strict notions of propriety and 

conformity espoused by early nineteenth-century society. Bodily insurrections, Sand’s 
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desire to move, make noise, to exist freely, are not to be tolerated. It is at this moment 

of particular somatic restriction that her most mythopoetic creation of all emerges: 

Corambé. 

 

Corambé, Sand’s Mythopoetic Muse 

 

The relation of bodily experience throughout Sand’s autobiography gestures outwards, 

with the body surrounded by symbolic associations that seek both to understand and 

valorize bodies outside the confines of dominant discourses of socio-corporeal control. 

If Histoire de ma vie is above all an exploration of Sand’s emergence as a writer, then 

this mythopoetic impulse is granted its apotheosis in this text through the image of 

Corambé. A mythic deity of Sand’s invention, Corambé emerges during Sand’s 

childhood, and stays with her until she embarks upon her literary career. Corambé first 

appeared to Sand in a dream, and later became the title of the unwritten novel of her 

youth. Corambé is presented as a kind of divinity, distinct from the forms that 

presented themselves to Sand’s imagination as characters for her novels. Instead, 

‘c’était la forme qu’avait prise et que garda longtemps mon idéal religieux’ (OA, I, p. 

812). According to Histoire de ma vie, Corambé is first conjured by Sand’s 

imagination in 1814, and returns numerous times, appearing as a kind of guide, a 

beneficent presence that consumes Sand to such an extent that she even constructed a 

shrine to her divinity, one that was located in the woods outside her house, out of view 

of society. She even brought this being offerings, though not in the traditional sense. 

Rather than bringing dead animals to Corambé’s altar, she instead brought living 

animals, and above all, unsurprisingly, birds: ‘tant que dura mon culte mystérieux, je 

pus tous les jours délivrer, en l’honneur de Corambé, une hirondelle, un rouge-gorge, 

un chardonneret, voire un moineau franc’ (OA, I, p. 820). Corambé’s form, insofar as 

it can be ascribed such, is less human than bird, a manifestation of Sand’s ‘homme-

oiseau’. During one winter at home in Nohant, Sand describes a game she would play 

with her friends that would involve a mechanism for catching birds. Throughout this 

time, her imagination is animated by Corambé: ‘À travers tous ces jeux, le roman de 

Corambé continuait à se dérouler dans ma tête’ (OA, I, p. 839). 

As with all symbols in Histoire de ma vie, however, the idyll Sand enjoyed 

with Corambé is punctured by reality the moment Liset, the young farm boy Sand 

befriended as a child, discovers the temple Sand had constructed, thereby destroying 
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the sanctity of the location in Sand’s eyes. Liset had, in truth, simply hoped to help the 

young Sand in the outlet for her creative energies, but the extra-societal element that 

was so fundamental to the way she had imagined Corambé was irreparably damaged, 

‘le charme était détruit’ (OA, I, p. 821), and so she demolished her shrine. Throughout 

her autobiography, Sand displays a yearning to escape the social codification of bodies, 

a yearning Corambé exemplifies. Once exposed, this idyll cannot continue: Corambé 

cannot exist in the real world, it must always remain within the realm of the imaginary. 

Corambé was, however, more than just a religion; it is inextricably associated 

with artistic production. After having composed descriptions and presented them to 

her grandmother, the young Sand sent some of them to her mother, whose reply was 

less than encouraging, even adopting a tone of mockery. But Sand’s desire to create 

could not be stayed, and thus Corambé was born. As Janet Beizer has written, 

‘“Corambé” is the writing born when the twelve-year-old Aurore stops writing’.120 It 

seems that Corambé and the ideal it represents cannot exist within the linguistic 

confines of reality and must remain forever imagined. Instead, we might see Corambé 

as Sand’s reworking of the myth of the Muse. While narrating Corambé’s emergence, 

Sand lists the pagan goddesses that held particular sway over her imagination: Iris, 

Hebe, Flora, the nymphs, Diana (a particularly salient Sandian image), and the Muses 

(OA, I, p. 813). Corambé is a combination of all of these, with a particular emphasis 

on the creative, varyingly as either manifestation or source of poetic (and therefore 

mythopoetic) inspiration. 

Corambé has long been an element of Sand criticism, but while critics 

frequently acknowledge its existence, its centrality has tended to be underplayed. 

There is no entry in the Dictionnaire Sand for Corambé, for example.121 Janet 

Hiddleston notes that the sheer amount of space devoted to this figure in Histoire de 

ma vie is indicative of its importance, but what I wish to argue here is that Corambé is 

absolutely central to Sand’s mythopoetics.122 Pierre Laforgue’s monograph takes 

Corambé as its title, and I would agree with Laforgue that Sand’s work imagines ‘un 

espace d’écriture où la contradiction du masculin et du féminin parviendrait à se 

problématiser de manière critique, en rendant toutes les possibilités poétiques et 
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romanesques dont elle est porteuse’.123 But Corambé actually forms little of his 

argument. The particular significance of Corambé is its malleability, its lack of fixed 

form, its ability to respond to the needs of Sand’s imagination as a projection of her 

sub-conscious. Naginski points to Corambé’s origins in both pagan and Biblical 

imagery as a manifestation of Sand’s heresy, her syncretic relationship to myth and 

religion which she reconfigures according to her own belief system.124 Martine Reid 

and Hiddleston, meanwhile, link Corambé to Sand’s writing practices, with Reid citing 

Corambé as the origin of Sand’s creative talents, and Hiddleston suggesting that 

Corambé and writing both fulfil the same need.125 But I would go further, inserting 

Corambé and its influence into the entire creative enterprise, placing it at the nexus of 

Sand’s mythopoetic system. 

Psychoanalytic critics in particular have taken Corambé as an especially salient 

object for analysis, often concluding that the creation of Corambé is a symptom of 

Sand’s fatherlessness, or an attempt to fill the void left by the absence of both her 

parents. Kathryn Crecelius suggests Corambé is a manifestation of a kind of Electra 

complex, a projection in which Sand displaces her mother in an ‘imagined union of 

Aurore with her father’,126 while Helene Deutsch proposes that this name is an 

amalgamation of coram, the Latin for in the presence of the father, and b, the letter of 

the alphabet that Sand could not or would not say as a child.127 These suggestions of 

possible origins for Corambé’s name, ingenious as they may seem, are problematic, 

manifestations of an impulse to force Sand’s work to fit within a dominant discourse, 

and we may equally see in Corambé a reference to cor, the Latin for the heart or soul, 

or indeed temptingly corps. Sand herself, however, gives little away with regards to 

Corambé’s name as she narrates the story of its emergence in her imagination: ‘Le 

nom ne signifiait rien, que je sache; c’est un assemblage fortuit de syllabes comme il 

s’en forme dans les songes. Mon fantôme s’appelait Corambé, et ce nom lui resta’ 

(OA, I, p. 812). She even reinforces this later in her text, referring to Corambé as a 

‘nom sans signification aucune, dont les syllabes s’étaient rassemblées dans le hasard 

de quelque rêve’ (OA, II, p. 165). Reid has similarly questioned these propositions, 
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noting that Sand did not learn Latin until later life and argues instead that the 

appearance of this being is a form of mirror stage that marks an initial ‘geste 

pseudonymique’ that would find its full force not in the adoption of the name George, 

but in its initial manifestation as a letter (G. Sand).128 My contention, following Reid, 

is that not only is Corambé emblematic of Sand’s future identity as a writer, but in its 

very form, insofar as it can be ascribed such, Corambé is the sign around which Sand’s 

fictional universe is structured. It is precisely Corambé’s flexibility, its open-

endedness, that I wish to emphasize here. Corambé’s form is fluid, changing, and able 

to contain within it a variety of possible significations. In the terms of structuralist 

discourse, Corambé is a problem case, a signifier with a signified whose form cannot 

be predicted or even really denoted at all. While its innate qualities of grace, 

charitability, and artistic genius remain constant, its appearance, its form, is unfixed. 

As Sand tells us, further problematizing Crecelius and Deutsch’s identification of 

Corambé with the father:  

 

Il me fallait le compléter en le vêtant en femme à l’occasion, car ce que j’avais 

le mieux aimé, le mieux compris jusqu’alors, c’était une femme, c’était ma 

mère. Ce fut donc souvent sous les traits d’une femme qu’il m’apparut. En 

somme, il n’avait pas de sexe et revêtait toute sorte d’aspects différents (OA, 

I, p. 813; my emphasis). 

 

This is the closest the reader comes to a physical description of Corambé, one that in 

fact leaves depiction to the imagination of the reader, since this is a being that presents 

itself under many ‘aspects différents’. Corambé is therefore the representation par 

excellence of Sand’s counter-discourse. In its non-conformity to expected social 

norms, its sexlessness, its form that cannot speak its name, it is a being radically 

removed from each of the elements of dominant discourse that Sand’s autobiography 

works against. Frequently described as androgynous, Corambé has been used to 

support readings of Sand’s texts as an idealist union of both male and female/father 

and mother.129 However, my reading suggests that Corambé is, rather, beyond sex, 

impossible to describe because it exists outside the discourses that entrench gender 

difference. In this I follow Harkness’s assertion that ‘what Sand is voicing is not a 

fundamental androgyny, but an understanding of “sexe” as both biological and 
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cultural’ is useful.130 If Corambé presents Sand’s solution to the problem of the female 

artist encountering the image of the also female Muse, its lack of gender and existence 

beyond social control provide a radically different image from that which appears in 

other nineteenth-century texts, in which the notion of the Muse follows the traditional 

projection of an eroticized female other nourishing creative energies.  

Sand, as we have seen, frequently suggests her fictions are produced through 

dreamlike, almost hallucinatory states. Corambé, while first appearing to Sand in a 

dream, is the only image from this period of her life to exert such a real influence 

beyond the realm of the imaginary, compelling her to write. The ‘roman’ that she 

writes and entitles Corambé is lost, if indeed it ever existed. But there are similarities 

between Corambé’s emergence from Sand’s unconscious and that of her characters. 

When she describes her nascent creative powers, her characters appear alongside 

Corambé: 

 

Un monde de personnages nouveaux se groupait autour de Corambé. Tous 

étaient bons. Il y avait des méchants qu’on ne voyait jamais (je ne voulais pas 

les faire paraître), mais dont la malice et la folie se révélaient par des images 

de désastre et des tableaux de désolation. Corambé consolait et réparait sans 

cesse (OA, I, p. 813). 

 

Corambé also places Sand in a long tradition of writers including Virginia Woolf and 

Hilary Mantel who have described similar voices and apparitions as part of their 

creative processes. Patricia Waugh has written that ‘many writers, like Woolf, hear 

voices and see images so intensely they take on the presence of the real’.131 Corambé 

would seem to be an extreme manifestation of this trend. Susan Sontag, too, in her 

meditations on her own literary production, describes a particular form of creative 

practice: 

 

Four days a year perhaps, I have “visits” – things come. Visitations, rather than 

inspirations. I live the rest of the year on that – executing the orders + sketches 

I’ve taken down… I turn myself into a commodity. The typewriter is my 

assembly-line.132 
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This echoes Sand’s description of her early experiences of Corambé, where she writes 

that ‘le verger où je passais une partie de ma journée était charmant (il l’est encore), et 

c’est là que mon roman venait en plein me trouver’ (OA, I, p. 814; my emphasis). Far 

from a writer without a guiding principle, then, Sand’s production is one that is 

inspired directly by these ‘visitations’ of mythopoetic order. Thus, she writes, ‘un 

portrait de roman, pour valoir quelque chose, est toujours une figure de fantaisie’ (OA, 

I, p. 622). This is not to say that she is entirely opposed to the ideas of mimetic 

representation espoused by her contemporaries. In fact, in 1854 she added a footnote 

to this section that directly addresses the question of the emergent ‘realism’, arguing 

that representation necessarily involves artistic distortion:   

 

On s’efforce, en ce moment, de fonder une école de réalisme qui sera un 

progrès si elle n’outrepasse pas son but et ne devient pas trop systématique. 

Mais, dans les ouvrages que j’ai lus, dans ceux de M. Champfleury, entre 

autres, le réalisme est encore poétisé suffisamment pour donner raison à la 

courte théorie que j’expose (OA, I, p. 622; original emphasis). 

 

Far from incompatible with realist representational modes, as the modern canon has 

retroactively positioned her, Sand argues that when it comes to depicting the world, 

characters represented in realism undergo just as much poeticization as her own. 

 Corambé is central to this ‘théorie’. In this light it is also significant that upon 

the completion of her manuscript for Indiana, her first full-length novel written alone, 

Corambé ceased to be immediately available to her imagination: ‘Il était d’une essence 

trop subtile pour se plier aux exigences de la forme. À peine eus-je fini mon livre, que 

je voulus retrouver le vague ordinaire de mes rêveries. Impossible!’ (OA, II, p. 165). 

Corambé, as a symbol in its purest form, as a manifestation of the very problem of 

representation, cannot be represented. It is a presence Sand experiences in other ways. 

Returning momentarily to Russo’s aerial sublime, Corambé is an image of both the 

potential and limitations of literary depiction. Indeed, in a reaffirmation of Corambé’s 

bird-like status, Sand writes that when she had finished Indiana, ‘mon pauvre Corambé 

s’envola pour toujours, dès que j’eus commencé à me sentir dans cette veine de 

persévérance sur un sujet donné’ (OA, II, p. 165). But although Corambé as an image 

is lost to her imagination, its influence is reinforced: 

 

Quand je fus dans l’âge où l’on rit de sa propre naïveté, je remis Corambé à sa 

véritable place: c’est-à-dire que je le réintégrai, dans mon imagination, parmi 
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les songes; mais il en occupa toujours le centre, et toutes les fictions qui 

continuèrent à se former autour de lui émanèrent toujours de cette fiction 

principale (OA, II, p. 166). 

 

Thus she describes Lélia, one of her most metaphysical novels, as being ‘trop de 

l’école de Corambé’ (OA, II, p. 196).  

We might therefore describe Corambé as a positive phantasy, a utopian 

projection of the unconscious that lingers throughout her life, a ‘rêve permanent’, but 

one that is ‘aussi décousu, aussi incohérent que les rêves du sommeil’ (OA, I, p. 839). 

Corambé is an absent presence, one whose form is difficult (if not impossible) to pin 

down, beyond the realm of the linguistic, but whose influence is forever felt. Indeed 

we might consider Corambé as the privileged signifier of the Sandian universe, 

revealing Sand’s counter-discursive subversion of phallogocentric order. Feminist 

theory, in its mission to expose the discriminatory mechanisms of dominant discourse, 

is engaged in finding ways of theorizing and representing the female subject beyond 

the psychoanalytic image of the castrated male. As Butler writes, ‘[w]ithin a language 

pervasively masculinist, a phallogocentric language, women constitute the 

unrepresentable’.133 Such a representational system would require a shift away form 

the phallus as the privileged signifier whose lack denotes otherness. Organized around 

the image of Corambé, Sand’s ars mythopoetica explores such a possibility, one that 

valorizes different forms of bodily experience and different forms of creativity. 

This final discussion of Corambé in Sand’s autobiography appears as part of a 

lengthy meditation on her poetic practice. Initially she echoes those statements made 

elsewhere that suggest she follows no particular theory in her writing. But on this 

occasion she modifies this position: ‘Cela n’empêche pas que mes instincts ne m’aient 

fait, à mon insu, la théorie que je vais établir, que j’ai généralement suivie sans m’en 

rendre compte, et qui, à l’heure où j’écris, est encore en discussion’ (OA, II, p. 161). 

After Corambé’s departure, these visitations are more distinct, lending themselves far 

more to the act of writing: ‘Je ne les vis plus flotter dans un coin de ma chambre ni 

passer dans mon jardin à travers les arbres: mais, en fermant les yeux, je les vis plus 

nettement dessinés, et leurs paroles, n’arrivant plus à mon oreille par de mystérieux 

murmures, se gravèrent plus distinctes dans mon esprit’ (OA, II, pp. 167). Let us, then, 
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turn to these characters, to the written manifestations of these visitations, through the 

lens of Corambé, of Sand’s ars mythopoetica. 

 

Gribouille 

 

Corambé is the privileged signifier of the Sandian system – as she tells us in Histoire 

de ma vie, her artistic inspiration springs directly from the values Corambé represents. 

Even if the myth is no longer accessible to her, through the writing process she is 

granted some form of access; insofar as Corambé could ever be considered to have 

been ‘embodied’ in the first place, it recedes to become an absent presence throughout 

Sand’s texts, and manifests clearly their mythopoetic potential, their capacity to refer 

outwards beyond themselves, to counter-discursively subvert the established codes of 

bourgeois society in a bid to establish an alternative system. The sections of Histoire 

de ma vie explored above which address the Corambé myth were written around the 

same time as another text, one much less well-known, and destined for a very different 

audience. It is perhaps significant that in the midst of these reflections on the origins 

of her artistic production the text she writes is her first foray into a new genre: fairy 

tale. 

Sand wrote Histoire du véritable Gribouille for her editor Pierre-Jules Hetzel 

with a view to being included in his long-running project Le Nouveau magasin des 

enfants, which sought to provide a new kind of informative and liberal source of 

literature for children. Begun in 1843, the project drew from authors including Charles 

Nodier, Musset, and Alexandre Dumas. Sand’s own contribution stems primarily from 

her belief that children need a literature unbounded by realist constraints. In Histoire 

de ma vie she bemoans the current state of children’s literature in France, writing that 

‘il n’existe point de littérature à l’usage des petits enfants. Tous les jolis vers qu’on a 

faits en leur honneur sont maniérés et farcis de mots qui ne sont point de leur 

vocabulaire. Il n’y a guère que les chansons des berceuses qui parlent réellement à leur 

imagination’ (OA, I, p. 531). She leans instead towards an embracing of the fantastic, 

of the other-worldly, or the imaginary, claiming even that this is necessary for the 

development of a child’s personality. This is yet another reason she distances herself 

from Rousseau, whose Émile espoused the opposite view: ‘Je n’approuve pas du tout 

Rousseau de vouloir supprimer le merveilleux, sous prétexte de mensonge. La raison 

et l’incrédulité viennent bien assez vite d’elles-mêmes’ (OA, I, p. 533). Hetzel’s project 
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therefore appealed to Sand as a means of remedying this lack, and this at a time of 

what Sand perceives as a general malaise, owing largely to the turbulent social context 

in the aftermath of 1848. As Sand wrote in a letter to Hetzel on 22 March 1850:  

 

Oui, je voudrais vous faire un Gribouille, mais vous le dites, il faut que cela 

vienne, il faut que le souffle passe. J’ai adoré les petits enfants, j’aurais su leur 

parler. Je les adore toujours, mais leur vue me serre le cœur à présent (Corr., 

IX, p. 498). 

 

Just as Sand did in her own childhood when she created the mythic Corambé, she turns 

to fairy tale in order to provide some kind of artistic relief to a social problem, only 

this time on a larger scale than simply for her own psychic traumas. This is reflected 

in Sand’s dedication of the text to Valentine, the daughter of Sand’s childhood friend, 

Laure Fleury. Sand sent a letter to Laure Fleury in July 1850 and with it sent a copy of 

Histoire du véritable Gribouille for Valentine, who was ill at the time (Corr., IX, p. 

628). The text, Sand hoped, would help her recover from her illness, as the dedication 

demonstrates: 

 

Ma chère mignonne, je te présente ce petit conte et souhaite qu’il 

t’amuse pendant quelques heures de ton heureuse convalescence. 

En gribouillant ce Gribouille, j’ai songé à toi. Je ne te l’offre pas pour 

modèle, puisque, en fait de bon cœur et de bon esprit, c’est toi qui m’en as servi 

(HG, p. 7). 

 

The significance of this dedication for an understanding of Sand’s approach to the text 

itself is twofold: not only does it reveal Sand’s belief in the remedial potential of art, 

but it also playfully draws attention to the symbolic potential of the sign that Sand’s 

text explores. The act of ‘gribouillant’ is, by nature, unfixed, indicating an acute level 

of symbolic power. This symbolic potential links Gribouille to Corambé, redoubled by 

Gribouille’s apparently masculine nature but feminized name, again encoding the 

gender-defying nature of Sand’s mythopoetics. 

Dominique Laporte has also acknowledged a connection between these two 

quasi-mythic figures of Sand’s invention. Laporte sees them as emblems of Sand’s 

engagement, providing a means of avoiding censorship by using myth to express her 

political disappointments.134 While agreeing that Sand’s disappointment in the wake 
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of 1848 is clearly legible in both texts, and that both figures are certainly charged with 

a degree of politicization, I argue that their connections go further: they both lay bare 

the mythopoetic mechanisms of Sand’s representational system, and Histoire du 

véritable Gribouille takes the symbolic potential of Corambé and literalizes it in the 

form of a political, and indeed military, allegory. Schor claims that Sand’s Lélia is a 

failed allegory because any allegorical reading is defeated by the competing language 

of realism.135 As a fairy tale, however, Histoire du véritable Gribouille is not bound 

by these same constraints; to borrow Kristeva’s terms, fairy tale is far more readily 

genotext than phenotext.136 That is to say, we are already seeking a symbolic, 

metaphorical reading when we approach fairy tale. Indeed, allegory in many ways 

defines the genre. Drawn directly from a proverb, Gribouille is always already imbued 

with a level of symbolic potential. Sand’s text playfully, and mythopoetically subverts 

this proverb, and the text stages the very struggle for symbolic power I believe Sand’s 

mythopoetics entails. 

The world Gribouille inhabits is clearly inspired by nineteenth-century France; 

it is one consumed by bourgeois capitalism. Gribouille’s parents and siblings are 

avaricious, miserly, cruel, and while ruled in name by a king, the society Sand depicts 

is in fact controlled by the tyrannical M. Bourdon, who has slowly accrued vast 

amounts of wealth and power. Thus the text provides, for Dominique Laporte, a thinly-

veiled political allegory, bemoaning the rise of capitalism since the start of the Second 

Empire.137 In what is a common trope of nineteenth-century literature, this wealth fails 

to bring fulfilment, and beneath a veneer of gold and ornate, decorative objects the 

people of the society Sand creates in her text are deeply unhappy. At a hedonistic 

ball filled with drink and gambling held at Bourdon’s palace Gribouille notes that ‘tout 

ce monde agité paraissait triste ou en colère’ (HG, p. 30). However, Bourdon himself 

is absent from the ball. When Gribouille asks him why, Bourdon replies: ‘J’ai donné 

une fête pour montrer que je suis riche, mais je me dispense d’en faire les honneurs’ 

(HG, p. 32). Within this hedonistic world that Sand constructs as a reflection of the 
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nineteenth century, Bourdon and Gribouille stand out: Bourdon because he 

understands the nature of symbolic capital and therefore possesses power, Gribouille 

because he questions the nature of this power. When Bourdon offers to teach him how 

to use this power, which Bourdon equates with intelligence, Gribouille responds: ‘Si, 

pour avoir de l’esprit, il faut que je devienne méchant, ne m’en donner point. J’aime 

mieux rester bête et conserver ma bonté’ (HG, p. 18). The knowledge Bourdon offers, 

the knowledge that Gribouille rejects, is equated in this world to a kind of science. But 

just as language is put to use by the dominant order to maintain systems of power, this 

science represents for Bourdon the possibility of manipulating others and bending 

them to his will. As he advises Gribouille, ‘il faut apprendre les sciences, mon petit 

ami. Sachez que je suis un habile homme et que je puis vous enseigner la magie et la 

nécromancie’ (HG, p. 34). Bourdon does eventually convince the naive Gribouille to 

expose himself to his ‘science’, and for this to occur he takes Gribouille to a dream 

world, an alternate reality beyond the everyday, one filled with anthropomorphized 

insects, and Bourdon here manifests himself in his true form: as a giant bee. In this 

domain, Gribouille witnesses insects killing and devouring each other, and once he 

awakens Bourdon reveals the fundamental principle of his ‘science’: ‘Le plus sûr, 

selon moi, est de laisser travailler les autres, et de prendre, prendre, prendre! Mon 

garçon, par force ou par adresse, c’est le seul moyen d’être toujours heureux’ (HG, pp. 

60-61). 

This capitalist model is, however, opposed to another kind of science. In the 

faerie universe of the text, different spatio-temporal realms exist that each have their 

own guiding principles. While Gribouille’s realm resembles the nineteenth century, 

the others are the domain of the fantastic, inhabited by beings capable of changing 

form and prolonging life. In her analysis of Lucrezia Floriani and Le Château des 

désertes, Pascale Auraix-Jonchière argues that space in these Sandian texts is 

transformed by mythic references, through the creation of a space beyond traditional 

spaces imbued with mythic potential, writing that ‘l’écriture romanesque apparaît alors 

comme le laboratoire expérimental de ce qui procède tout à la fois d’une appropriation 

et d’une transmutation de l’espace’.138 A similar process is at work in ‘Histoire du 

véritable Gribouille’, though it is not real spaces being transmutated into mythic ones, 
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but the beings within them that become something else. For those endowed with the 

knowledge to control signs in this text, this also entails the ability to change their own 

totemic status, to metamorphose into something other. After Gribouille’s parents send 

him to Bourdon in the hope of gaining greater wealth through the interest Bourdon 

pays in him, Gribouille returns with gold. However, the moment his avaricious parents 

take the gold from him, it melts in their hands and turns to honey. The name of 

Gribouille’s father, Bredouille, thus becomes much more than an onomastic signifier. 

Signs, in this text, are especially fluid, destabilizing the distinction between sign and 

signified. 

It is therefore no surprise that in moving between these different realms, 

Gribouille moves through some form of liquid. As he returns from Bourdon’s realm 

of death and destruction, he falls into a river of blood, and to escape Bourdon and gain 

access to the realm of the reine des prés, he jumps into a stream and is carried away. 

When he awakens in this other, utopian land, he finds that he too has metamorphosed 

and become a branch of a tree. If the realm from which Bourdon springs is one of 

greed, destruction and death, this alternative realm represents a kind of natural 

communion: 

On ne vivait, dans ce pays-là, que de fruits, de graines et du suc des fleurs; mais 

on les apprêtait si merveilleusement, leurs mélanges étaient si bien diversifiés, 

qu’on ne savait lequel de ces plats exquis préférer aux autres. Tout le monde 

préparait, servait et mangeait le repas. On ne choisissait point les convives: 

qu’ils fussent jeunes ou vieux, gais ou sérieux, ils étaient tous parfaitement 

agréables (HG, p. 81). 

 

In this world all are equal, live peacefully, and possess a heightened sense of respect 

for nature, thus recalling the ideal represented by Corambé. In her analysis of vision 

in Sand’s novels, Mathias argues that Sand embraces natural sciences, not as a means 

of controlling the world, but of celebrating its diversity, writing that Sand’s 

‘knowledge of geology and entomology leads not to control and domination over 

nature but to aesthetic and metaphysical wonderment. Sand rejects the scientific eye 

as a means of mastering and fixing the real and celebrates instead the dynamism and 

mystery of the natural world’.139 Here, too, while Bourdon retains his knowledge, his 

‘science’, for himself in order to accrue power, the reine des prés shares her knowledge 

with all: ‘Tout le monde, dit la reine, tout le monde est aussi savant que moi, puisque 
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j’ai donné à tous mes enfants ma sagesse et ma science’ (HG, pp. 77-78). In Histoire 

du véritable Gribouille the real is anything but fixed, and notions of fluidity and 

vitality pervade concepts of the natural world. But these concepts are coupled with 

another central trope of Sand’s oeuvre: the redemptive possibilities of art. In a further 

recollection of the Corambé ideal, while associated with nature, this utopia is also an 

artistic haven: ‘Partout on pouvait rejoindre des groupes qui faisaient de la musique ou 

qui célébraient la beauté de la nature et le bonheur de s’aimer’ (HG, p. 82). Where this 

utopia diverges is through its explicit association with the feminine. Whereas Corambé 

denotes a genderless vision of the ideal, this utopia is a patently maternal space, 

constructed in direct opposition to the paternal space of Bourdon. The reine des prés 

speaks with a ‘ton maternel’ (HG, p. 73), refers to herself as Gribouille’s ‘marraine’ 

(HG, p. 75), and the inhabitants of this realm are described as ‘cette race heureuse et 

charmante dont elle était la mère’ (HG, p. 83). The geography of Sand’s faerie 

landscape seemingly recalls the ideal city of the utopian Saint-Simonian movement, at 

the centre of which a colossal temple was envisaged in the form of a woman.140 Sand’s 

vision, however, as the Corambé myth exemplifies, is far from promoting the feminine 

over the masculine in a reversal of social order. Instead, she yearns for equality for 

both sexes. Thus it is to Gribouille that the reine des prés turns in order to establish 

this utopian ideal of balance and harmony. 

Just as the names of Bourdon and Bredouille prove overly deterministic, it is 

at this juncture that the significance of Gribouille’s name comes to the fore. An 

indeterminate scribble, Gribouille has an exceptional position within the logic of the 

world the text creates. As yet uncorrupted by either the forces of capitalism or 

utopianism, he is in many ways a kind of empty vessel, and it is for this reason that 

both Bourdon and the reine des prés take such an interest in him. In La Révolution du 

langage poétique, Julia Kristeva posits poetic language as a mechanism for 

engendering radical change, and turns to the symbolists of the late nineteenth century 

as the agents of such change. Kristeva challenges Lacan’s assertion that after the mirror 

stage the pre-Oedipal child breaks with the mother and moves into the Symbolic, 

governed by law of the Father. Instead, Kristeva proposes the notion of the chora as 

                                                           
140 ‘Mon temple est une femme!’ declared Charles Duveyrier, who imagined this giant structure in the 

form of a woman would form the centre of Saint-Simonian life. Charles Duveyrier, ‘La Ville nouvelle, 

ou le Paris des saints-simoniens’, in Paris ou le livre des cent-et-un, 15 vols (Paris: Ladvocat, 1831-

1834), VIII (1832), pp. 315-44 (p. 339). 
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the part of the unconscious that retains a link to the maternal space.141 While 

etymologically the term designated in Greek a space beyond the polis, beyond the 

realm beholden to dominant codes, Kristeva attributes her understand of the term to 

Plato’s Timaeus, where it refers to ‘une articulation toute provisoire, essentiellement 

mobile, consitutée de mouvements et de leurs stases éphémères’.142 The repressed 

psychic energy held within the chora is, she argues, what disrupts and contests the 

authority of patriarchal discourse, and it this energy that imbues poetic language with 

its potential for symbolic violence. Gribouille might be considered to perform the same 

symbolic functions as this chora.143 In this reading, the land of Bourdon can be viewed 

as the Symbolic realm, while the maternal land of the ‘reine des prés’ can be read as 

the Semiotic. It is, after all, in the land of the Semiotic that Gribouille’s real Bildung 

takes place, and as Kristeva writes: 

 

On dira donc que c’est ce corps maternel qui médiatise la loi symbolique 

organisatrice des rapports sociaux, et qui devient le principe d’ordonnancement 

de la chora sémiotique, sur la voie de la destruction, de l’agressivité et de la 

mort.144 

 

After spending a hundred years in the land of the reine des prés, he is sent back to the 

world he left with a mission to spread the utopian ideology she had instilled in him. 

Despite the length of time he has spent away, however, he has not aged, remaining in 

his youthful (and pre-Oedipal?) state. When he returns, only Bourdon, like the eternal 

Law of the Father, remains of what he left behind. Recognizing the threat Gribouille 

poses, Bourdon has him captured and imprisoned, in a further attempt to reassert 

control over the signifying order, ‘afin de le garder comme un talisman contre le 

malheur’ (HG, p. 106). But Gribouille will not be controlled. Refusing to be used as a 

tool to support the Law of the Father, Gribouille sets himself ablaze, paving the way 

for the reine des prés to lead a revolution. 

According to Freud’s myth of the primordial murder, the father of the ruling 

primal horde is killed by his sons who wish to possess his wives, but their guilt then 

leads them to renounce their claim to these women, thus inaugurating social order in 

                                                           
141 See Kristeva. 
142 Kristeva, p. 23. 
143 Insofar as such an embodiment can be considered possible; Kristeva does state that the chora can 

never be truly denoted: ‘elle n’est jamais définitivement posée: de sorte qu’on pourra la situer, à la 

rigueur même lui prêter une topologie, mais jamais l’axiomatiser’, Kristeva, p. 23. 
144 Kristeva, p. 27. 
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the name of the Father.145 Kristeva argues that sacrifice, as a re-enactment of this 

original murder, is both an act of violence and an act that seeks to control acts of 

violence, thereby effecting control over the Symbolic. Read in this light, Gribouille’s 

self-sacrifice represents a means of altering the symbolic order at work in the text. 

After his death, the utopian ideology of the reine des prés is brought to the land of 

Bourdon and the utopia previously reserved for the other, magical realms becomes a 

reality in the ‘real’ world. Thus, the text confirms Kristeva’s assertion that ‘le sujet 

étant toujours sémiotique et symbolique, tout système signifiant qu’il produit ne peut 

être “exclusivement” sémiotique ou “exclusivement” symbolique, mais il est 

obligatoirement marqué par une dette vis-à-vis de l’autre’.146 Through the chora, 

through Gribouille, a revolution occurs that brings harmony between the two halves of 

the psyche, between the paternal and the maternal, between the real and the ideal. 

Indeed, just as Kristeva writes that discourse both rejects and depends upon the chora, 

Gribouille never truly departs the world, and he is granted an afterlife in which he 

appears at times as a sylph but most notably as a flower.147 In this Gribouille is a 

radically rewritten Narcissus, whose gazing into the pool also entailed a 

metamorphosis, for he too became a flower. Spivak’s reading of the Narcissus myth 

interprets this flower as a sign of ‘the a-letheia (truth as unforgetting) of the limits of 

self-knowledge’.148 Illustrative of Sand’s mythopoetic experimental model, Griboulle, 

now known also as a souvenez-vous de moi, brings together both Narcissus and Echo, 

both the visual and the verbal, to provide a physical manifestation of this truth. And 

its message is one of radical resistance to patriarchal bodily codes. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter began with an exploration of Sand’s autobiography, Histoire de ma vie, 

tracing through this text the ways in which Sand describes both her coming to writing 

and her relationship to subjectivity and agency. Such an analysis has revealed Sand’s 

acute awareness of the social codes that dictate gender and class roles, as well as the 

myriad ways in which she engages with the obstacles such codes place before her, as 

                                                           
145 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo, trans. by Abraham A. Brill (New York: Cosimo, 2009), p. 183. 
146 Kristeva, p. 22. 
147 As Kristeva writes: ‘Notre discours – le discours – chemine contre elle [la chora], c’est-à-dire 

s’appuie sur elle en même temps qu’il la repousse’, Kristeva, p. 23. 
148 Spivak, p. 25. 
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woman and as writer. From these analyses a particular engagement with the body has 

emerged, as a nexus of ways by which human beings are perceived, understood, and 

indeed controlled. That the body provides such a consistent point of interest – both 

aesthetic and epistemological – suggests that her literary texts may well also take the 

body as a nexus of representational possibilities. Such possibilities are suggested (so 

as not to say embodied) by Corambé, the figure Sand’s text places at the centre of her 

coming to writing, as, I have argued, her idiosyncratic muse, one whose form is beyond 

the capacities of a masculine-dominated language to describe. 

While Corambé itself could never become text, Sand’s Histoire du véritable 

Gribouille is significant in two ways: it manifests the same principles as the Corambé 

myth expounded in Histoire de ma vie, those of equality and a love of nature, but the 

very subject matter of the text provides a literal enactment of the kinds of symbolic 

violence of which Corambé is capable, and which I believe to be integral to Sand’s 

mythopoetics. Through recourse to spaces beyond the confines of the strictly 

‘representable’, Sand’s text presents the possibility of liberation from the 

discriminatory mechanisms of the Law of the Father, ushering in a new age of utopia. 

We can accept these utopias, since they are presented in the form of faerie, a genre in 

which there is little question of vraisemblance. There is, however, a clear moral lesson, 

one taught through the medium of allegory. This chapter started with bodies that can 

be clearly identified as bodies, those of Sand’s father, her mother, and of Sand herself, 

to present her autobiographical reflections on bodily subjectivity and of a bodily 

aesthetics. It may seem, then, somewhat perverse that the chapter closes on images of 

bodies that can barely be described as such; the bodies of Histoire du véritable de 

Gribouille are, like Corambé, boundless in their poetic potential, malleable, capable of 

changing form at any moment. They are ideas barely made flesh, pure allegories. This 

form of representation would be difficult to sustain in a novel responding to the 

realities of daily life, and would breach the codes of nineteenth-century vraisemblance. 

Thus, the bodies we will encounter in the subsequent three chapters are more 

definitively contoured. Nevertheless, my argument is that these bodies ought to be read 

with the symbolic potential of Corambé and Gribouille in mind, since Corambé is the 

sign at the very centre of Sand’s poetic enterprise, one we might therefore more 

properly call a mythopoetics.
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Chapter 2: THE BODY, REFRAMED 
 

Ce qu’il y a d’essentiel dans tout pouvoir, c’est que son point d’application, 

 c’est toujours, en dernière instance, le corps. 

Michel Foucault149 

The previous chapter established a direct relationship between Sand’s conceptions of 

bodily experience and of writing. Brooks’s analysis of nineteenth-century writers and 

artists as diverse as Balzac, Flaubert, Mary Shelley, Paul Gauguin, and Édouard Manet 

have one point of convergence, it is that representing the body is a task laden with 

difficulty, more often than not leading to aporia.150 Thus in Sand’s Histoire de ma vie 

the figure of Corambé ushers forth a kind of bodiless (or at least body-fluid) divinity, 

one that informs, structures, and renders possible the writing process, and condones 

the forms of symbolic violence of which Sand’s texts are capable and of which Histoire 

du véritable Gribouille is a prime example. But if Corambé is an ideal, perhaps the 

absolute manifestation of Sand’s idealism in the way Schor defines it, it is also 

manifestly impossible: it has no form, while at the same time is capable of taking on 

any form. Sand’s novels, meanwhile, would prove difficult to read indeed if she were 

to reject corporeality altogether. At her most experimental, her texts offer this kind of 

challenge, with the scandal of Lélia providing the most trenchant example. 

Discussions of Lélia in particular frequently draw on the myth of Pygmalion 

and Galatea as a means of demonstrating the mechanisms of female suppression and 

containment in the nineteenth-century novel. The mechanism of containment that has 

attracted most critical attention is petrification, the corporeal trope by which bodies 

are fixed and reified. In this context, Sand’s novel has been compared by numerous 

critics to the myth of Pygmalion.151 This particular mythic intertext is revealing; not 

only does it reveal the difficulties inherent in representing the body, but the story also 

                                                           
149 Michel Foucault, Le Pouvoir psychiatrique. Cours au Collège de France. 1973-1974 (Paris: Seuil, 

2003), p. 15. 
150 As Brooks states: ‘Our bodies are with us, though we have always had trouble saying exactly how’, 

Body Work, p. 1. 
151 For example, Margaret Waller claims that Lélia is Sand’s way of ‘rewriting the Pygmalion/Galatea 

script’ (Margaret Waller, The Male Malady: Fictions of Impotence in the French Romantic Novel (New 

Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1993), p. 147). See also Nigel Harkness, ‘“Ce marbre qui me 

monte jusqu’aux genoux”: pétrification, mimésis et le mythe de Pygmalion dans Lélia (1833 et 1839)’, 

in George Sand: pratiques et imaginaires de l’écriture, ed. by Brigitte Diaz and Isabelle Hoog Naginski 

(Caen: Presses universitares de Caen, 2006), pp. 161-71. 
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returns us to the problem of the muse for the female artist, restating as it does the 

paradigm Brooks identifies of the woman as the object of representation. In this sense 

Lélia quite certainly is, as Sand asserted, ‘de l’école de Corambé’ (OA, II, p. 196). 

Harkness has read these processes of petrification as they are present in Sand’s novel 

as both a reflection of the social suppression of women and additionally as a symbol 

‘of the processes of literary signification in which the female character is caught’.152 

For Harkness, Lélia brings into question the status of binaries upon which the realist 

signifying system depends, binaries that serve to define bodily experience based on 

difference. As he explains, ‘the heroine’s denial of embodiment deprives the male gaze 

of definitional power, difference dissolves and signification begins to collapse’.153 

Naginski moves this argument beyond the post-Freudian notion of a phallocentric 

subdual of female libido, noting that Sand’s use of lithic imagery extends far beyond 

Lélia, positing the myth of Sisyphus as a means of understanding Sand’s approach to 

writing, thereby figuring stone as an obstacle to creative production. As part of this 

larger poetic vision, Naginski thus suggests that ‘Lélia’s marmoreal existence is also, 

and to my mind primarily, a commentary on artistic paralysis’.154 As we saw in Chapter 

1, however, Naginski reads Histoire de ma vie as the moment in which Sand feels she 

overcomes this blockage, but Mathias has noted that it is not just women who suffer 

processes of petrification in Sand’s texts, pointing to instances of male petrification in 

Indiana, Lélia, and Laura, a text that appeared a decade after Sand’s autobiography.155 

While images of petrification recur across Sand’s oeuvre, this chapter will attend to 

the descriptive techniques Sand deploys in order to evade the kind of fixity of which 

petrification is emblematic, arguing that this is achieved through recourse to a series 

of tropes that also appear across the literature of the period though paradoxically as a 

means of enacting this fixity. In particular I will focus on the image of the veil, the 

depiction of death, and Sand’s engagement with physiognomy. Sand’s texts can 

thereby be considered to be thoroughly counter-discursive, displaying a 

representational model to which motion is essential, seeking to evade stasis and inertia, 

qualities that are definitional of petrification. 

 

                                                           
152 Nigel Harkness, ‘Resisting Realist Petrification in George Sand’s Lélia and Balzac’s Sarrasine’, 

French Studies, 59 (2005), 159-72 (p. 168).  
153 Harkness, ‘Resisting Realist Petrification’, p. 162. 
154 Naginski, ‘Sisypha’, p. 145. 
155 Mathias, Vision, pp. 19-20. 
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In the Frame 

 

Published in 1832, Sand’s novella La Marquise is one of the earliest texts of her career. 

Often overlooked by critics in favour of the novels Indiana and Valentine – between 

which La Marquise appeared – I believe the text is significant as a working through of 

Sand’s approach to both an aesthetics that accounts for the body, and the possibilities 

of resistance to the paradigms to which social bodies are prey in the nineteenth century. 

The novella is one of Sand’s first literary experiments, and she had yet to even 

definitively settle on the nom de plume that would make her famous. She was, in the 

words of Pierre Laforgue, ‘un auteur en quête de personnage’, and the work was first 

published under the name Georges Sand.156 Moreover, the novella as a literary form 

can be seen as a particularly privileged space for experimentation, presenting ideas in 

a much more condensed form due to the obvious limitations of space when compared 

with the novel. As Simone Bernard-Griffiths has argued, the novella presents a 

‘laboratoire d’écriture’.157 As such, La Marquise offers fertile ground for an 

exploration of Sand’s emerging writing practices. 

The text sees the eponymous marquise de R... relate the story of her life. The 

novella is a frame narrative, with the marquise reflecting on her past to a young male 

narrator. We learn that upon leaving her convent education at Saint-Cyr she married a 

much older man, only to find herself widowed and pregnant at sixteen. Bowing to 

social pressures, she takes a lover and protector in the form of the vicomte de Larrieux, 

but later falls for a man far beneath her station, an actor named Lélio, and her 

experience of her interactions with Lélio form the majority of the novella. On the 

surface, the text appears to be a meditation on social mores and the possibility of 

emotional fulfilment under the Ancien régime (the story the marquise narrates takes 

place in the eighteenth century). But the text also provides a serious engagement with 

representational bodily codes. When, at the end of her story, the marquise describes 

her meeting with Lélio, the text enacts the same imagery of petrification identified as 

a Sandian trope. This meeting takes place in a music room at the foot of a statue that 

adorned the centre, and Lélio arrives directly from the theatre, still in costume, where 

                                                           
156 Pierre Laforgue, ‘La Marquise, ou un auteur en quête de personnage’, George Sand Studies, 22 

(2003), 49-55 (p. 49). 
157 Simone Bernard-Griffiths, ‘Metella (1833) de George Sand ou la nouvelle comme laboratoire 

d’écriture’, in George Sand: Pratiques et imaginaires de l’écriture, ed. by Brigitte Diaz and Isabelle 
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he had been performing the role of Don Juan in the Festin de pierre. ‘Rien n’était 

délicieux comme ce boudoir’, the marquise tells us, which was filled with musical 

instruments ‘d’une richesse extraordinaire’ (LM, p. 50). The scene is therefore coded 

as a reflection on the possibility of sensual fulfilment through art, and the marquise 

states that when she saw Lélio in this moment she had never seen him ‘aussi beau, 

aussi jeune, aussi poétique’ (LM, p. 52). Moreover, the room was lined with mirrors, 

that famous trope of realist mimetic aesthetics. The marquise, standing by the statue, 

looks into the mirrors: ‘les glaces qui nous reflétaient, elle et moi, pâles et vêtues de 

blanc, et chastement drapées toutes deux, me faisaient illusion au point qu’il fallait 

remuer pour distinguer sa forme de la mienne’ (LM, p. 51). She becomes one, in other 

words, with the stone, able only to distinguish herself, her own body, through 

movement. 

Having recognized, however, that what she loved about Lélio was his 

performance, the roles he incarnated on the stage, she resolves to leave him. Lélio’s 

appearance in costume surprises her, and after he gets on his knees and takes her hand, 

the description becomes highly corporeal in its embrace of the erotic, as the marquise 

‘frissonn[a] en touchant le satin de son habit, en respirant le parfum de ses cheveux’ 

(LM, p. 54), and faints. But when she regains consciousness she rejects the ideal she 

has conjured of Lélio as the men he played on stage, and insists their relationship 

remain unconsummated, never moving into the realm of the somatic: ‘restez pur dans 

mon cœur et dans ma mémoire’ (LM, p. 55), she tells him. As she leaves, Lélio attempts 

to follow her, and she indicates a chair at the foot of the statue and he sits down. She 

looks back, taking one ‘dernier regard’, and sees that ‘le désespoir l’avait brisé. Il était 

redevenu vieux, décomposé, effrayant. Son corps semblait paralysé. Sa lèvre 

contractée essayait un sourire égaré. Son œil était vitreux et terne: ce n’était plus que 

Lélio, l’ombre d’un amant et d’un prince’ (LM, p. 56). Thus the petrification extends 

to him, too, his attempt to establish himself in the role of lover having failed and been 

revealed as an illusion. 

After the marquise closes her story, the narrator tells us that ‘la marquise fit 

une pause; puis, avec un sourire sombre et en se décomposant elle-même comme une 

ruine qui s’écroule, elle reprit: “Depuis ce moment je n’ai pas entendu parler de lui”’ 

(LM, p. 56; emphasis added). As a tale couched within a frame narrative, the text 

depicts the marquise attempting to tell her own story, to come to terms with her own 

bodily experiences and articulate them. The image of herself that she had taken pains 
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to sculpt, however, fissures under the weight of social codes. This lithic poetics at work 

in La Marquise can be considered to confirm the readings of Sandian petrification by 

Harkness, Naginski, and Waller, not least because the text also offers an examination 

of the possibility of female creativity. My interest in the text, however, is not as a mere 

affirmation of the narrative of petrification. Rather, my contention is that through a 

reading that acknowledges methods of formal framing, we can better understand 

Sand’s counter-discursive strategies, the means by which Sand resists processes of 

petrification. 

The notion of the frame is useful in this text not least because it is a frame 

narrative. It is within the confines of this frame that we are given a description of the 

marquise, who does not describe herself but is rather described by the narrator. Her 

features, however, are not drawn from life, from how she appears to the narrator at the 

moment of narration. Instead, just as in Histoire de ma vie bodily description tended 

to be drawn from other pieces of art, in a self-reflexive move the description he offers 

is of a portrait of the marquise that hangs on the wall behind her. In this description, 

we are told that she ‘n’avait pas eu une de ces beautés piquantes […] La marquise, au 

contraire, avait le malheur d’être incontestablement belle’ (LM, p. 8). As a working 

description this can be read as a form of litotes, a means of Sand informing us of the 

marquise’s beauty without stating it outright. Since this is the frame narrator speaking, 

we can assume this description is purely for the benefit of the reader. Yet it also serves 

to remind us of the impossibility of locating the body in language. The marquise is 

depicted as beautiful, but even her beauty is unremarkable, a kind of beauty that goes 

without saying. 

Moreover, the description of the marquise here is doubly bound within an 

artistic framework that cannot speak the body as it is, since the portrait from which the 

narrator derives his description does not simply present the marquise, but re-presents 

her as a mythical being. The portrait depicts the marquise as a ‘nymphe chasseresse, 

avec un corsage de satin imprimé imitant la peau de tigre, des manches de dentelle, un 

arc de bois de santal et un croissant de perles qui se jouait sur ses cheveux crêpés’ (LM, 

p. 8). While attributing her appearance to that of a nymph, this image of the marquise, 

with her bow and crescent diadem, seems much closer to that of Diana, maiden of the 

hunt. This image is therefore a manifestation of the significant neoclassical tradition 

of women portrayed as Diana in portraiture made famous by Jean-Marc Nattier. 

Although Nattier’s portraits of Madame de Pompadour and the women of Louis XV’s 
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court en Diane represent the apogée of this vogue, Sand would doubtless have been 

familiar with it since a portrait of her own grandmother follows this trend, suggesting 

a possible source for Sand’s protagonist.158 As a point of reference for the marquise, 

the moral dimension of her association with Diana is significant: as the virgin goddess 

of both hunting and childbirth, Diana embodies the very love ideal central to the 

marquise’s story, since her love for Lélio is perceived as ideal but is an impossibility. 

The marquise’s desire for Lélio stems not from his real world existence, but from his 

on-stage personas. One evening, as she leaves the theatre, she encounters Lélio and 

follows him to a café, only to be disappointed, as she would be in the final scene in the 

music room, by the undisguised reality of her love object: 

 

Quand, à la clarté d’un mauvais lustre enfumé, j’eus jeté les yeux sur Lélio, je 

crus m’être trompée et avoir suivi un autre que lui. […] Je ne retrouvais en lui 

des charmes qui m’avaient fascinée, pas même son regard si noble, si ardent, 

et si triste. […] Ce n’était plus Hippolyte, c’était Lélio. Le temple était vide et 

pauvre; l’oracle était muet; le dieu s’était fait homme; pas même homme, 

comédien (LM, pp. 34-35). 

 

The narrator’s description of the marquise places us at one remove through a 

mythologizing of her body, just as here the marquise’s own mythologization of Lélio 

is revealed as a falsehood. Even here as she encounters Lélio outside the space of the 

theatre her description does not present him as a mimetic list of corporeal attributes; it 

functions instead as a series of negatives. In seeing the real Lélio, the description the 

marquise gives is not of what he is, but of what he isn’t. Description in La Marquise 

is reserved only for disguises. Brooks reminds us in his study of the body in nineteenth-

century fiction that ‘to know, in realism, is to see, and to represent is to describe’.159 

In La Marquise the real bodies seen are rarely those being described; they are always 

hidden, occulted by some other element that renders them never fully knowable. 

The same can be said of the marquise herself, who attends the theatre in 

disguise so as to go undetected. Disguise is a well-established Sandian trope, and 

                                                           
158 Attributed to Adélaïde Labille-Guiard, Marie-Aurore de Saxe en Diane, c. 1777, pastel on paper, 65 

× 55 cm, Musée de la Vie Romantique, Paris. The existence of this portrait lends further weight to 
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to be widowed nine months later when the Comte de Horn was killed in a duel (see Olivier Bara, Le 

Sanctuaire des illusions: George Sand et le théâtre (Paris: Presses de l’université Paris-Sorbonne, 

2010), p. 136). 
159 Brooks, Body Work, p. 88. 
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Ghillebaert has argued that disguise is significant on a textual, plot level forming an 

integral part of a character’s development. Disguise, she argues, is a rite of passage, a 

means for Sandian heroines of finding ‘balance’, particularly in gender terms, and 

allowing the achievement of their objectives.160 But La Marquise enacts the very 

failure of these objectives; disguise is all there is and we seldom see beyond it. 

Nonetheless, the marquise’s adventure does have bodily consequences. On leaving the 

café after her encounter with Lélio, the marquise is followed by a sinister character 

whom she hits with her cane and flees. Not only is this adventure described as ‘une 

grande mortification’ (LM, p. 36), but the marquise also becomes ill and descends into 

ennui. To help her recover, her friend the comtesse de Ferrières suggests they visit the 

theatre, where they see Lélio perform in Corneille’s Cinna, reigniting the marquise’s 

feelings. If, for Brooks, vision is a ‘male prerogative’, Sand’s text explores what 

happens when this paradigm is reversed.161 This is not woman as object of the male 

gaze, but the inverse. The marquise is the subject, and Lélio the object. 

Yet, in an apparent confirmation of Brooks’s thesis, it would appear that such 

a reversal cannot be sustained. The marquise’s response to seeing Lélio again in Cinna 

causes such transports of emotion as to attract his attention: ‘Lélio me voyait, il 

m’observait; ma beauté l’avait frappé, ma sensibilité le flattait. Ses regards avaient 

peine à se détacher de moi’ (LM, p. 40). Having allowed Lélio to see her, the symbolic 

power she previously held evaporates. No longer is she the consuming subject; by 

submitting to male desire she has been reduced to the role of object that the codes of 

masculine society require her to be. 

The scene in the music room in which the marquise rejects Lélio is especially 

significant in this regard, since the focal point of the room, as mentioned above, is the 

statue found in its centre. This statue shows the goddess Isis cast in white marble, in a 

further mythic referent that recalls the earlier depiction of the marquise as Diana. Both 

Isis and Diana, or at least her Greek equivalent, Artemis, underwent a kind of 

iconographic syncretism in the seventeenth century, with both coming to represent 

nature and her – for nature is almost universally personified in the feminine – 

mysteries. Significantly, though, both of these figures were most frequently depicted 
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as veiled, as an allegory for the efforts of science to uncover nature’s secrets. 162 In 

nineteenth-century literature, as Pascale Auraix-Jonchière has shown, Isis evolves into 

an object of particular fascination, a ‘figure métapoétique’.163 And so she is in La 

Marquise. In addition to defining nineteenth-century narrative as rehearsing masculine 

ocular processes, Brooks identifies a trend in realist fiction in which he compares the 

approach to the body to a process of unveiling. The problem, Brooks tells us, is that 

this process is interminable, and the object of desire can never be known; that fiction 

‘tends to become waylaid in the process of this unveiling, more interested in lifting the 

veils than in what is finally unveiled. An interest in the way, rather than simply in the 

endpoint, is indeed virtually a definition of narrative’.164 Isis is therefore emblematic 

of the approach to the body in fiction. If we are to understand the narrative of this text 

as Sand exploring the possibilities of bodily representation, this scene towards the end 

of the text suggests that within the confines of existing nineteenth-century models such 

representations are impossible. This is, after all, a frame narrative, and the words we 

hear are ostensibly those of the marquise herself. But as she tries to forge a legitimate 

space for herself in which to experience pleasures usually reserved for men, and her 

own version of the narrative attempts to position her as a being able to transcend such 

limits, from the subtext it becomes clear that such transcendence is not possible. Just 

as the frame narrator’s description of the marquise is modulated through the portrait 

on the wall, in her attempt to lay claim to a true self she has once again become a piece 

of art. 

And yet, it seems significant that the decision to reject Lélio is entirely that of 

the marquise herself, and based on a rejection of an ideal, of a seemingly perfect male 

body. Of course, this body never existed, but for Brooks the body as a pervasive object 

of analysis and representational focus in the nineteenth century is part of an 

‘epistemophilic project’, a desire to know the body.165 Sand’s short story clearly does 

not offer a means of knowing the body, but the marquise does undeniably arrive at a 

form of bodily knowledge. In this way Sand’s texts certainly follow the paradigm 

                                                           
162 See Pierre Hadot, The Veil of Isis: An Essay on the History of the Idea of Nature, trans. by Michael 

Chase (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), pp. 233-46. 
163 Pascale Auraix-Jonchière, ‘Isis au XIXe siècle, réflexion sur l’écriture symbolique’, in Isis, Narcisse, 

Psyché entre Lumières et Romantisme. Mythe et écritures, écritures du mythe, ed. by Pascale Auraix-

Jonchière and Catherine Volpilhac-Auger (Clermont-Ferrand: Presses universitaires Blaise-Pascal, 

2000), pp. 49-67 (p. 50). 
164 Brooks, Body Work, p. 19. 
165 Brooks, Body Work, p. 5. 
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Brooks establishes, but they offer nuances that suggest although the body may never 

be known, we can learn from the process, from the attempt. Such an approach is 

indicative of Sand’s wider practice, and may explain why the resolutions of many of 

her novels in which obstacles to the love match are overcome do not necessarily entail 

a successful process of unveiling. Rather, they provide a celebration of the process of 

discovery, and an acceptance of the mysteries of the world. 

Simon (1836) offers a useful point of comparison in this regard. Like La 

Marquise, the novel follows two individuals whose relationship is prevented by social 

factors. Simon is the son of a labourer, his family relatively poor, but well-respected, 

and the education Simon had received from the local school was enough to confirm 

his desire not to become a labourer like his father but to better himself, and he trains 

to become a lawyer. Fiamma, meanwhile, is an aristocrat, and her father, the brutish 

comte de Fougères, owned much of the local land, but fled to Italy during the 

Revolution. The novel turns on the count’s return from Italy, having managed to buy 

back the land he lost. Fiamma and Simon, however, develop a bond that will eventually 

lead to their marriage, after Fiamma discovers the count was not her real father and 

she renounces her right to a dowry. Indeed, the count had attempted to sell her mother 

to an Austrian aristocrat in order to gain the money he needed to purchase his former 

land. The intricacies of the love plot, however, are less significant in the context of this 

thesis than the terms in which the Simon-Fiamma relationship develops. 

Simon first meets Fiamma atop one of the hills near Fougères, among the ruins 

of a fort that guarded the vale. Sitting by the only tower still intact, the Tour de la 

Duchesse, Simon hears an unfamiliar voice speaking in a foreign tongue. Two 

travellers appear, one around fifty, the other a young woman. The description of 

Fiamma, however, is striking, since she is wearing a long veil of black lace, which is 

essentially all he can describe. In fact, we are told, ‘malgré l’attention avec laquelle 

Simon stupéfait observait l’un et l’autre inconnus, il ne put voir que confusément les 

traits de la jeune dame’ (S, p. 56). He later encounters Fiamma again in a forest while 

hunting. He had just shot a kite which escapes, and later attacks Fiamma. Simon scares 

the bird away, but notices that Fiamma has been wounded, and during their return to 

the château de Fougères they talk and he wonders ‘comment il n’avait pas compris, 

dès le premier jour de sa rencontre sur la colline, le feu divin caché sous le voile de 

cette mystérieuse Isis’ (S, p. 87). Far from an innocent plot device, that the bird that 

facilitated this revelation is a kite further confirms the association between Fiamma 
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and Isis, who is often depicted in the form of a kite.166 Moreover, in an additional 

intertextual reference that recalls La Marquise, Fiamma is also described as ‘une 

nymphe de Diane’ (S, p. 80). But in Simon, unlike in La Marquise, the protagonists 

are able to overcome the obstacles in the way of their love match and in an emotional 

scene finally come together. But just as Simon could not see Fiamma the first time he 

met her, now he cannot understand her: ‘Simon sortit comme d’un profond sommeil 

en entendant les accents de douleur de cette voix chérie; sans comprendre ce qu’elle 

disait, il l’écouta’ (S, p. 157). As Sand continues, what becomes clear is that, in 

essence, what Simon is listening to is Fiamma’s body:  

 

il la vit par terre, abîmée dans ses larmes, couverte de la pluie glacée du matin. 

Il jeta un cri de surprise, et, la saisissant dans ses bras, il la pressa contre son 

cœur en l’appelant des plus doux noms, et en réchauffant de baisers sa belle 

chevelure et ses mains humides (S, p. 157). 

 

La Marquise may present a failure of narrative to arrive at a satisfying understanding 

of the body, to resist the petrificatory mechanisms of dominant discourse, but this is 

not necessarily the case across Sand’s oeuvre. The very prevalence of the image of Isis 

in Sand’s texts (she is also referred to in Aldo le rimeur and Jeanne, for instance) 

indicates this is a constant concern.167 

There is, however, a second network of images, linked to the veil, at work in 

La Marquise that also forms a central element of the text’s mythopoetics. As the 

central component of a frame narrative, the story the marquise tells that constitutes the 

majority of the text is, by definition, framed: her voice is framed by the narrative 

structure, by the words of the (male) narrator, but so too is she framed visually through 

the portrait that hangs behind her on the wall. The body in literary representation is 

caught at the crossroads of these two competing models. Sand’s mythopoetics is a 

means of her engaging with this seeming contradiction, of negotiating this potential 

aporia. As both Diana and Isis, the marquise risks being contained within the reductive 

images of these mythic models. For Simone Bernard-Griffiths, the originality of 

Sand’s novella ‘est de proclamer l’illusion plus vraie que la réalité et l’amour fils de 

                                                           
166 Veronica Ions, Egyptian Mythology (London: Hamlyn, 1968), p. 59. 
167 George Sand, Isidora, new edn (Paris: Michel Lévy, 1861), p. 252; see Pascale Auraix-Jonchière, 

‘Jeanne, “Isis gauloise”?’, in Histoire(s) et enchantements: hommages offerts à Simone Bernard-

Griffiths, ed. by Pascale Auraix-Jonchière, Éric Francalanza, Gérard Peylet and Robert Pickering 

(Clermont-Ferrand: Presses universitaires Blaise Pascal, 2009), pp. 551-61. 
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l’illusion’.168 But although the attraction of Lélio for the marquise stems from his 

theatrical performances she ultimately rejects this idealist illusion, refusing the 

identities masculine logic attempts to assign to her, and instead recognizes the 

impossibility of the ideal love she believes exists between herself and Lélio. She is 

neither Isis nor Diana, and this is entirely the point of Sand’s text. The veils that occult 

the bodies of these figures in the nineteenth-century imagination have already been 

removed in the case of the marquise. In the very beginning of the text, she tells us of 

her previous amorous encounters, and it is precisely the real experience that results in 

her ultimate rejection of the illusory ideal, a recurrent theme of Sand’s texts (as we 

will also see in Chapter 3), problematizing the suggestion of Sand as idealist. 

Jacques Derrida’s notion of the parergon is a useful way of theorizing the 

relationship to the body within Sand’s text. Derrida draws the term from Immanuel 

Kant’s Critique of Judgement. For Kant, the parergon is an object that appears 

alongside a work (ergon), is coterminous with it, but is distinct from the work itself. It 

is conceived by Kant as a supplement, to borrow another Derridean term. Kant offers 

three particular examples of parerga: the picture frame, the columns of a building, and 

the drapery on a statue. Given Derrida’s deconstruction of Rousseau’s supplement as 

implying a lack and therefore incompleteness to the originary work, it is unsurprising 

that he would take issue with Kant’s schematization, which he problematizes through 

references to Cranach’s painting of Lucretia, in which the transparent veil fails to 

conceal her body and the knife she wields only touches rather than penetrates her skin, 

and to columns carved in the form of bodies, which may well also be draped. Instead 

Derrida claims that the parergon has the potential to infect the work in question, or at 

least our perception of it. Thus he writes, 

 

un parergon vient contre, à côté et en plus de l’ergon, du travail fait, du fait, 

de l’œuvre mais il ne tombe pas à côté, il touche et coopère, depuis un certain 

dehors, au-dedans de l’opération. Ni simplement dehors ni simplement dedans. 

Comme un accessoire qu’on est obligé d’accueillir au bord, à bord. Il est 

d’abord l’à-bord.169 

 

                                                           
168 Simone Bernard-Griffiths, ‘Théâtre et théâtralité dans La Marquise (1832) de George Sand’, in 

George Sand et les arts: Actes du colloque international organisé du 5 au 9 septembre 2004, ed. by 

Marielle Caors (Clermont-Ferrand: Presses universitaires Blaise Pascal, 2005), pp. 61-78 (p. 70).  
169 Jacques Derrida, La Vérité en peinture (Paris: Flammarion, 1978), p. 63. 
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Reading La Marquise for the early experimental traces of Sand’s aesthetic practices, 

the bodies in the text propose a challenge to these processes of containment, of 

framing. On a very literal level, the text is a frame narrative, yet the frame is just as 

essential to an understanding of the text. As we have seen in the lithic and mythic 

metaphors, networks of images permeate between frame and framed, parergon and 

ergon. But this process is also rehearsed within the text in other ways. The wall of 

mirrors that line the music room in which the marquise and Lélio hold their final tryst 

serve not to contain, the presumed function of a wall, but to ceaselessly reflect until at 

last the images reflecting merge and transform. The veil of Isis, too, presents a 

parergon in the strictly Kantian sense, one that perhaps represents the limits of the 

strictly knowable. As this image is mapped onto the reflection of the marquise, the 

endeavour to understand her body by extension too becomes off-limits. We might well 

agree with Lélio’s conclusion, then, in his letter to the marquise, in which he reflects 

on the impossibility of their situation and states that ‘la plus grande de mes folies, c’est 

d’avoir jeté mes regards au-delà de cette rampe de quinquets qui trace une ligne 

invincible entre moi et le reste de la société. C’est pour moi le cercle de Popilius’ (LM, 

p. 44). The theatre’s footlights function as a parergon, since they are a subsidiary 

element to the stage proper but quite literally illuminate our perception of it. Such 

demarcations police the boundaries of expected behaviour; Lélio’s performances were 

never intended to leave the stage. What Lélio brands as ‘folie’ is his belief, however 

fleeting, that he and the marquise might be able to escape the containment of the 

parergon. 

Given that my fundamental contention is that Sand seeks alternative means of 

representing bodies so as to circumvent standard discursive practices, La Marquise 

may therefore seem a peculiar choice of text with which to commence. But at this 

juncture I would like to return to my initial remarks about this text. As one of the very 

earliest of her literary works and as a novella, this text is a means of experimenting 

with representational models, a proving ground for the strategies that over time would 

come to define Sand’s counter-discourse. If in La Marquise alternative means of 

bodily representation appear impossible, the masculine, petrifying codes of emergent 

realism too strong, it is nonetheless possible to discern the roots of Sand’s poetics. It 

is in this regard that the notion of the parergon reveals itself to be particularly useful 

as a means of thinking through Sand’s representational practices. Sand’s friend the 

journalist and art critic Théophile Thoré, with whom she collaborated on his periodical 
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La Vraie République in 1848, prefaced his presentation of the 1846 Salon with a letter 

addressed to Sand. In this letter, Thoré reflects on Sand’s descriptive practices:  

 

La Lélia est bien du dix-neuvième siècle, comme le Misanthrope était de la 

cour de Louis XIV, comme Manon Lescaut était de la Régence. Votre 

invention n’est pas dans le cadre, mais dans le caractère du portrait que vous 

créez d’après une figure imaginaire. Pourquoi y ajouter une bordure gothique 

ou Pompadour?170 

 

Thoré’s reading of Sand’s texts confirms the aesthetic approach traced in La Marquise: 

Sand’s poetics seeks to escape the frame, to move beyond the constrictions of the 

parergon, and in so doing give life to the bodies she depicts. 

 

Kinetic Potential 

 

Such a representational strategy recalls Sand’s depiction of Ralph in Indiana, which 

has frequently attracted critical attention. After Raymon de Ramière’s tryst with 

Indiana’s sœur de lait, Noun, that takes place in Indiana’s bedroom, Noun keeps 

Raymon locked in Indiana’s room the following day to ensure he is not discovered. 

Noun’s efforts to intensify Raymon’s desire for her have often been discussed by 

critics, since this involves her dressing as Indiana causing her plans to backfire 

spectacularly: rather than increase Raymon’s attraction to Noun it instead confirms his 

desire for Indiana. His languor at having to spend the day confined to Indiana’s 

bedroom is amplified by his scrutiny of the room’s interior. Hanging on the wall facing 

Indiana’s bed is a portrait of her childhood friend and protector, Ralph. Initially 

Raymon assumes this portrait is an image of Indiana herself, but soon realizes that the 

picture presents a man dressed for the hunt. This painted representation of Ralph in 

such an intimate space rouses Raymon’s jealousy, and affects him to such an extent 

that when he later meets Ralph on a hunt we are told that Raymon ‘crut, en l’apercevant 

dans son éternel habit de chasse, […] voir marcher le portrait qu’il avait découvert 

dans la chambre’ (I, p. 163). Scenes such as this have prompted Janine Gallant to 
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suggest that in Indiana ‘les arts visuels imprègnent le tissu narratif’,171 but I would 

suggest, following Mathias, that Sand’s poetics is as much pictorial as it is narrative. 

The opening scene of Indiana presents Colonel Delmare pacing beside Indiana 

and Ralph who are both sitting motionless in a recess by the fireplace, and Sand 

compares this ‘scène d’intérieur à demi éclairée’ (I, p. 90) to a painting by Rembrandt. 

Ralph and Indiana are, Gallant tells us, ‘figé[s] dans cette toile’,172 and indeed they are 

so static that the text’s narrator goes so far as to say that ‘on eût dit […] qu’ils 

craignaient de déranger l’immobilité de la scène’ (I, p. 90). As Schor suggests some of 

Sand’s early readers were, we might be tricked here into thinking that Sand is writing 

a traditionally realist novel.173 Balzac deployed a similar technique in Le Colonel 

Chabert, a novel whose narrative drive turns on the denial of subjecthood and identity. 

In his description of the titular Chabert, Balzac writes that ‘un homme d’imagination 

aurait pu prendre cette vieille tête […] pour un portrait de Rembrandt’.174 However, 

while Sand’s texts appear to struggle against the frame, against what we might call 

parergonality, Balzac’s novel is a tale of enclosure, and Chabert’s struggle to reclaim 

his identity will fail, until at the end of the text he finds himself in the Hospice de la 

Vieillesse, deprived even of a name: ‘Je ne suis plus un homme, je suis le numéro 164, 

septième salle’.175 This descriptive technique in Sand’s Indiana instead offers a 

challenge. Ralph and Indiana begin the text as realist figures par excellence, but 

Raymon de Ramière’s arrival will puncture this inertia, awakening Indiana’s desire 

and injecting energy into this lifeless scene. That this is the first scene of Sand’s first 

major novel constitutes a significant aesthetic statement. Like the marquise, Indiana 

and Ralph work to evade the fixity and immobility effected by social codes. Their 

apparent jump to their deaths into the Gorge de Bernica at the end of the novel can 

therefore be read as the ultimate act of defiance against such sterility. To be sure, this 

is a forceful assertion of the right to a voice as Naginski has suggested, one seemingly 

confirmed, as she also points out, by the double meaning of ‘gorge’.176 But what I wish 
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to emphasize here is the physicality of this act, a taking control of their bodies and 

their identities, even if only to end their lives. Earlier in the text, after Colonel Delmare 

returned to île Bourbon with Indiana, he discovered the journal Indiana had kept since 

their departure from Lagny, and in which she had recorded the details of her 

unhappiness. To make matters worse, this journal was hidden alongside Raymon’s 

love letters to Indiana. Driven to a paroxysm of rage, Delmare stamps on Indiana’s 

face. This ‘journal de ses douleurs’ (I, p. 272) represents Indiana’s attempt to give 

voice to her pain. Instead, when she returns from her walk, Delmare violently revokes 

this claim to the right to the word. For Harkness, ‘Indiana devient ainsi un texte 

imprimé, dans la mesure où son corps est marqué d’un symbole d’oppression et de 

possession’.177 Perhaps not by writing, then, can Indiana project her subjecthood, but 

through her body, and she threatens to show the world ‘ce stigmate’ (I, p. 273). 

Delmare dies shortly after this episode, as Indiana again (albeit misguidedly) uses her 

body in protest and leaves the île Bourbon and takes the long voyage back to France. 

Although Indiana seemingly possesses less power than the other characters in 

the novel, she is frequently shown to possess far greater strength. Raymon is surprised 

by her courage when she immediately rushes to her husband’s aid when he falls from 

his horse during the hunt; and in the opening scene of the novel when Raymon is first 

introduced, Delmare mistakes him for a thief and shoots him, but it is Indiana who 

approaches the wounded stranger ‘avec un courage dont aucune des personnes 

présentes ne s’était encore sentie capable’ (I, p. 99). Moreover, when Delmare resolves 

to return to the île Bourbon, Indiana objects and he locks her in her room. Raymon had 

promised to protect her should Delmare threaten her with violence, and so she escapes 

through the window and goes to him, her hands ‘en sang’ (I, p. 228). It is here, 

however, that Indiana realizes her mistake – that Raymon was interested in seducing 

her, not taking her from her husband – and she comes dangerously close to suicide 

only to be saved by Ralph, who returns her to Delmare. Confronted by her furious 

husband, Indiana responds: 

 

Vous avez usé de violence en m’enfermant dans ma chambre: j’en suis sortie 

par la fenêtre pour vous prouver que ne pas régner sur la volonté d’une femme, 

c’est exercer un empire dérisoire. J’ai passé quelques heures hors de votre 

domination; j’ai été respirer l’air de la liberté pour vous montrer que vous 
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n’êtes pas moralement mon maître et que je ne dépends que de moi sur la terre. 

En me promenant, j’ai réfléchi que je devais à mon devoir et à ma conscience 

de revenir me placer sous votre patronage; je l’ai fait de mon plein gré. Mon 

cousin m’a accompagnée ici, et non pas ramenée (I, p. 241; original emphasis). 

 

Indiana’s resistence takes place, then, not through words, but through action. 

Heroines taking action themselves and asserting their own agency is a common 

Sandian theme; her female heroines are often capable of drawing on some reserve of 

fortitude in situations that present a physical challenge, one that also often reverses the 

polarity of the damsel-in-distress cliché. In Mademoiselle Merquem, Célie without 

hesitation sets sail in search of the missing Célio Barcot, and is described by the artist 

Stéphen Morin as a woman who ‘aime le danger’ (MM, p. 109). Fiamma is described 

as being ‘forte de corps et intrépide de caractère’ (S, p. 181), and after the incident 

with the kite, Simon goes to take Fiamma’s hand to assist her over a large rock, ‘mais, 

dédaignant de poser sa main dans la sienne, elle sauta avec l’agilité superbe d’une 

nymphe’ (S, p. 80). Tonine Gaucher in La Ville Noire saves Sept-Épées from being 

swept away by the river that runs by his factory during a storm. Likewise, Fadette 

rescues Landry after he loses his way, distracted by the feux follets, and finds himself 

in a river. Jeanne survives her extraordinary leap from the tower of the château de 

Montbrat where Léon has imprisoned her. Consuelo, finally, is a truly remarkable 

being, whose strength of character is repeatedly tested over the course of the gothic 

epic.178 She finds the strength to withstand the betrayal of her childhood sweetheart 

Anzoleto and his subsequent pursuit of her, her nightmarish journey to Vienna, the 

apparent death of her beloved Albert de Rudolstadt, her imprisonment at the hands of 

Frederick the Great in Spandau, and her final trial with the Invisibles. Throughout 

these challenges she is frequently depicted performing such physical acts of daring, 

such as her brave descent beneath the Schreckenstein in search of Albert. This 

sequence is described as her ‘héroïque pèlerinage’ (C, I, p. 314), and in so doing she 

demonstrates ‘cette adresse et cette agilité que n’ont pas les jeunes filles élevées dans 

les salons’ (C, I, p. 305). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological model, Iris 

Young has influentially demonstrated that in moments of physical exertion women 
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and men use their bodies differently, arguing that this does not necessarily relate to 

differences in latent body strength between the sexes but to ‘the way each sex uses the 

body in approaching tasks’.179 She continues: 

 

Typically, the feminine body underuses its real capacity, both as the 

potentiality of its physical size and strength and as the real skills and 

coordination that are available to it. Feminine bodily existence is an inhibited 

intentionality, which simultaneously reaches toward a projected end with an “I 

can” and withholds its full bodily commitment to that end in a self-imposed “I 

cannot”’.180 

 

Young cites the origin of such limitations not in physiology but in society, in the social 

situation of women as subjected to sexist oppression. It seems safe to say that were 

men the ones doing these actions they would have attracted substantially less critical 

attention, and nor would Sand feel the need to explain why Consuelo had the 

courage/inherent ability to perform the actions she performs. When critics discuss 

Sand’s women and their acts of resistance, these discussions usually focus on their 

words, on Sand’s rehabilitation of the logos as a powerful tool for women to effect 

change, especially when this relates to music. I would argue that the ways in which 

these women use their bodies is itself counter-discursive, putting their bodies into 

action, and in ways usually considered off-limits to women. While it seems that by the 

end of Indiana, as also in La Marquise, the potential held within these bodies is not 

fully converted into a fully liberating force (the marquise remains both unhappy and 

misunderstood by the male narrator, and the ambiguous ending of Indiana has vexed 

critics since its publication), the idea of the body as the site of resistance is one that 

will sustain Sand’s interest the length of her writing career. 

 

The Dead Body 

 

If the body in Sand’s texts is to be understood as working against containment, against 

petrification, the recurrent image of the dead body may well presumably offer an 

exception. Death represents the absolute revocation of the body’s kinetic potential. 

                                                           
179 Iris Marion Young, On Female Body Experience: ‘Throwing Like a Girl’ and Other Essays (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 33 (first publ. in Human Studies, 3 (1980), 137-56; original 

emphasis). 
180 Young, p. 36 (original emphasis). 
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From this perspective, it is unsurprising that images of death pervade realist fiction, 

given realism’s habit of lapidifying reality. Indeed in his analysis of realist texts Peter 

Brooks notes that ‘the deathbed is a privileged literary place’.181 But Sand too 

demonstrates a particular predilection for this topos. This has already been hinted at in 

the previous chapter’s examination of Histoire de ma vie, where dead bodies were 

considered as a means of approaching otherness and thinking through the ineffable. 

Dead bodies are also abundant in her fictions, with their presence in Indiana receiving 

sustained critical attention. Noun’s suicide after Raymon spurns her in favour of her 

mistress catalyses the subsequent events of the plot until Indiana herself attempts to 

take her own life. The image of the dead Noun, floating in the stream that traverses the 

grounds at Lagny, haunts the text as the intertextual image her body deliberately 

conjures has haunted Western literature. Noun’s mythical inscription as Ophelia, her 

drowned body floating among bulrushes, has been frequently taken up by critics as a 

central theme of Sand’s novel.182 The contrast between Noun’s hypersexuality and 

Indiana’s desexualized nature often leads critics to read Noun’s drowning as a quite 

literal watershed moment, for it is after Noun’s death that Indiana’s desire is seemingly 

awoken and she pursues Raymon, Noun’s former lover. This is apparently confirmed 

by the scene in which Noun’s body is discovered. When Indiana recognizes her sœur 

de lait and faints, we are told that ‘le cadavre de Noun flottait sur l’eau, devant elle’ 

(I, p. 148). The Narcissistic overtones of this scene are clear, with Noun established as 

Indiana’s mirror image.183 Noun’s dead body is imbued with significant symbolic 

potential, one that ripples throughout the text. Later in the novel, Raymon returns to 

the bridge that overlooks the location where Noun’s body was found and faints 

himself, only for Indiana to catch him. When Indiana invites Raymon to a midnight 

rendezvous in her room just as Noun had done earlier in the text, Indiana invents a 

scheme by which she might confirm Ralph’s suspicions about Raymon’s involvement 

in Noun’s death: she has taken some of Noun’s hair, which again causes Raymon to 

fall unconscious. Finally, when Indiana leaves Delmare on the île Bourbon to return 

                                                           
181 Brooks, Body Work, p. 5. 
182 See Béatrice Didier, ‘Ophélie dans les chaînes: Étude de quelques thèmes d’Indiana’, in Hommage 

à George Sand, ed. by Léon Cellier (Paris: PUF, 1969), pp. 89-92; James M. Vest, The French Face of 

Ophelia from Belleforest to Baudelaire (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1989); Françoise 

Massardier-Kenney, ‘Indiana: Lieux et personnages féminins’, Nineteenth-Century French Studies, 19 

(1990), 65-71; Anne Callahan, Writing the Voice of Pleasure: Heterosexuality without Women (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), p. 134; and Ghillebaert, p. 86. 
183 This is confirmed by the famous scene in which Noun seduces Raymon by dressing as Indiana, but 

in the reflection in the mirror Raymon sees Indiana in Noun’s place. 
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to Lagny and offer herself to Raymon permanently she notices that the grounds of the 

house are little changed, ‘mais le pont dont elle redoutait l’aspect douloureux avait 

disparu, le cours même de la rivière était déplacé; les lieux qui eussent rappelé la mort 

de Noun avaient seuls changé de face’ (I, p. 294). Unlike the corpse of Colonel 

Delmare described briefly by Ralph after he rescues Indiana, Noun’s dead body 

resonates throughout the text, until at last Indiana survives her suicide attempt. 

Lélia, too, is a text pervaded by a sense of death. Lélia herself might more 

properly be described as a memento mori than a true, life-filled being, and Sténio 

describes her as ‘un cadavre qui aurait ouvert son cercueil et qui viendrait se promener 

au milieu des vivants’ (L, p. 48). When, at the end of the novel, Sténio kills himself 

and his body is returned to the convent of the Camaldules, Lélia arrives to find the mad 

priest Magnus praying by the corpse. His lament, ‘ô femme! Ô beauté!’ (L, p. 312), 

speaks to his deranged state of mind, for he has confused the body of Sténio with that 

of Lélia. But he then mistakes his own shadow for a phantom, and finally in his 

confusion imagines the living Lélia to be a reanimated corpse: ‘ses longs cheveux, 

déroulés par l’humidité, tombaient le long de ses joues pâles; elle semblait aussi morte 

que Sténio. C’était la digne fiancée d’un cadavre’ (L, p. 313). Lélia’s peculiarly 

symbolic status will be returned to in Chapter 3, but in her associations both with and 

against death, as a being caught between life and death, Lélia poses a clear challenge 

to traditional signifying systems, an aberration that cannot be allowed to exist. At the 

end of the 1833 version of the text, in the grip of his madness, Magnus, whose desire 

for Lélia has caused him to lose his faith and turn from the path of the doxa, strangles 

her. 

In her extensive study of representations of the female corpse, Elisabeth 

Bronfen exposes the conjuncture between death, femininity and aesthetic practices, 

drawing on a rich gallery of dead women in art and literature to reveal how this image 

became an especially persistent aesthetic category in eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century Europe, one that by the time Sand was writing was ‘dangerously hovering on 

the periphery of cliché’.184 Bronfen, like Downing, sees the literary fascination with 

death as a means of thinking through the ineffable. That this should frequently coincide 

with representations of women’s bodies is unsurprising, since woman has similarly 
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been defined as the unknowable, as other. For Bronfen, literary representation enacts 

the following contradiction: 

 

The dilemma that Woman cannot be defined outside discursive formations that 

assign to femininity the position of the void, of silence, of a lack of fixed place, 

and the aporia that death is at once the real before and beyond language, as 

well as a hyperbolic trope.185 

 

This contradiction is one that Bronfen shows modern woman writers including Angela 

Carter, Sylvia Plath and Margaret Atwood seek to dismantle. In this endeavour, these 

writers can be considered George Sand’s inheritors. Sand’s texts display a similar 

awareness of the double bind articulated by Bronfen, and the approach to death in 

Sand’s novels bespeaks a comparable desire to undo such immobilizing aesthetic 

tendencies. To return briefly to the Ophelian imagery in her first major novel, Sand 

playfully reworks the traditional narrative. Although it is Noun who drowns herself, 

and whose corpse is deliberately staged to evoke Shakespeare’s heroine, it is Indiana’s 

dog that bears the name Ophélie. This animal will, at the end of the novel, be beaten 

by sailors after it attempts to follow Indiana as she sails from the île Bourbon back to 

France. Moreover, Ophelian imagery is reactivated in Lélia, only it is the lovelorn poet 

Sténio who drowns himself in a lake. As with the discovery of Noun’s body, the person 

to find Sténio similarly faints upon the bank, but here it is the mad priest Magnus. 

The aesthetic value of the dead body is perhaps most provocatively stated in 

Jeanne. The novel’s eponymous heroine is of peasant stock, but she is also presented 

as a naively innocent being out of her time, a ‘vierge de l’âge d’or’ (J, p. 31) inspired 

by Sand’s viewing of a Holbein painting.186 When Jeanne’s home burns down shortly 

after the death of her mother, Tula, she has only one overriding impulse: to preserve 

her mother’s body from the flames. For Jeanne, this body possesses a potent 

symbolism linked to her devout religious convictions, an idiosyncratic syncretism of 

local folk beliefs in fades, or fairies, and Catholicism. Jeanne’s concern is largely 

motivated by a belief that her mother must be buried following Christian custom, a 

                                                           
185 Bronfen, p. 433 (original emphasis). 
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museum of Darmstadt that we now call La Vierge (George Sand, Jeanne, ed. by Simone Vierne 
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theme that is also discussed in Lélia.187 But if the descriptive, fetishistic impulse of the 

realist novel reduces the body to the status of object Jeanne’s concern for the fate of 

her mother’s corpse belies such a reductionist view. As she tells Guillaume de 

Boussac, who attempts to prevent her from entering the burning house, ‘je ne veux pas 

que ma mère ait son pauvre corps brûlé comme un meuble de la maison’ (J, p. 110). 

This approach is contrasted with that of Tula’s sister, la Grand’Gothe, whose 

melodramatic villainy in the novel functions often as comic relief. Indeed, her name 

recalls the witch of the Grimm brothers’ Rapunzel, although whether Sand had any 

knowledge of the Grimm brothers’ tale is uncertain.188 Nonetheless, like her German 

namesake, la Grand’Gothe is a wicked woman, ‘une grande virago à l’air dur et bas à 

la fois’ (J, p. 68), and her schemes never bear fruit. Her reaction to the inferno that 

destroys her home is one of concern for the material wares it contains, diametrically 

opposed to Jeanne’s benevolent nature. Jeanne is willing to run into the flames to 

preserve the body of her mother, while in the melodramatic excesses of her despair la 

Grand’Gothe tries to throw herself into the flames. The moment Jeanne re-emerges 

from the blaze wielding her mother’s corpse is particularly striking, displaying once 

again the characteristic strength of Sand’s women that defies stereotyped gender roles: 

 

La courageuse et robuste fille portait dans ses bras ce cadavre raide qui 

semblait d’une grandeur effrayante. Le linceul cachait la tête de la morte, et, 

laissant à découvert une partie de son corps vêtu, suivant la coutume, de ses 

meilleurs habits, flottait en plis rougeâtres au reflet de l’incendie, jusque sur 

les pieds de Jeanne (J, p. 111).  

 

The presence of fire imagery across Sand’s oeuvre has given rise to various 

interpretations. Robert Godwin-Jones describes Consuelo and Jeanne as ‘keepers of 

the sacred flame’, an image associated with spirituality and art.189 Naginski formulates 

                                                           
187 Because Sténio committed suicide, when he and Lélia are buried at the end of the novel they are 

denied the potential spiritual union of being buried together since he cannot be buried in consecrated 

ground. 
188 The first translation into French of the Grimm Brothers’ Kinder und Hausmärchen appeared in 1824, 

but unlike those of Madame d’Aulnoy or Charles Perrault, Sand never refers to the Grimm Brothers’ 

tales. No copy of the Grimm tales appears in the inventory of her library at Nohant (see Cat.). Census 

records indicate the name Gothe has only appeared in France in Alsace-Lorraine (and infrequently), and 

the only other French-language occurrence of the name I have been able to trace appears in the Canadian 

Robertine Barry’s tale ‘Le Mari de la Gothe’ from her 1895 collection Fleurs champêtres (Robertine 

Barry, Fleurs champêtres, suivi d’autres nouvelles et de récits et Méprise, comédie inédite en un acte 

ed. by Gilles Lamontagne (Montreal: Fides, 1984)). 
189 Robert Godwin-Jones, Romantic Vision: The Novels of George Sand (Birmingham, AL: Summa, 

1995), p. 133. 
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the image of Prométhéa, a feminized Prometheus, as a means of articulating Sand’s 

mythographic tendencies, and as a symbol of Sand’s literary practices: fire, in 

Naginski’s formulation, represents both the forbidden (drawing on Gaston Bachelard) 

and knowledge. Sand, in Lélia in particular, can thereby be considered a ‘voleuse de 

feu’.190 Following Naginski’s Prométhéa, I would suggest that in bodily terms, fire can 

be read as a manifestation of the kinetic potential discussed above. Water, we have 

seen, presents purificatory possibilities and facilitates introspection. Fire, by contrast, 

symbolizes the radical subversive potential of the Sandian body. That Sand’s literary 

career opens in a scene in which her protagonists look into the fireplace only seems to 

confirm this. Recall, too, that Sand’s first memory as she tells us in Histoire de ma vie 

is of her body being dropped against a fireplace. In the scene of Jeanne’s rescue of her 

mother’s body, the fire imagery extends beyond the simple fact that the house is ablaze, 

and spreads to envelop the bodies of both Jeanne and her mother. The head of her 

mother’s body is veiled, hidden from view. Like the veil of Isis that came to cover the 

marquise, it is not the face that is of significance. This is not where we should seek 

bodily knowledge. The sacred flame, however, the disruptive energy shared by Sand’s 

women, is to be carried forward. Thus, as Jeanne carries the body from the burning 

building, in a highly symbolic gesture ‘la main de Tula retombait sur le visage de sa 

fille; on eût dit qu’elle la bénissait par une dernière caresse’ (J, p. 111). 

Tula’s body is not the only corpse displayed in Sand’s novel. In fact, Jeanne is 

symmetrically constructed so that it both opens and closes with the image of its heroine 

in a ‘death’ sleep. In a scene reminiscent of Charles Perrault’s La Belle au bois 

dormant, the novel begins with its three male protagonists, Guillaume de Boussac, 

Léon Marsillat and Sir Arthur Harley, walking in the mountains of the Creuse region 

in the summer of 1816. They happen across Jeanne as she sleeps among the megaliths 

known as the Pierres jomâtres, a rock formation that is an essential part of local 

mythology. Two cults emerged from the local druidic mythology, the healing cult of 

Ep-Nell, meaning ‘sans chef’ (J, p. 95), to which Jeanne and her mother Tula belong, 

and the sacrificial cult of la Grand’Gothe known as Jo-Mathr, which means ‘quelque 

chose comme couper, mutiler, faire saigner et souffrir la victime sur la pierre 

expiatoire’ (J, p. 95). It is tempting in the context of the present debate to read these 

two competing systems as mirroring the struggle for a representational system that 
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accounts for bodily experience. It is true that the cult of Jo-Mathr is presented as the 

predominant belief system in the area, the ‘église officielle’ (J, p. 96), and both 

Françoise Massardier-Kenney and Harkness have argued that Jeanne is a text whose 

subject is precisely the right to a discursive existence.191 In this light, the depiction of 

Jeanne as she appears to the three male protagonists at the start of the novel typically 

presents her as a work of art: 

 

La dormeuse était blanche comme l’aster des prés et rosée comme la fleur de 

l’églantier. Mais sa beauté eût pu se passer de cette recherche particulière à la 

race des oisifs. Ses traits étaient admirables, son front humide, un peu bas 

comme celui des statues antiques. Les lignes les plus pures et un calme 

angélique dans la physionomie lui donnaient une ressemblance frappante avec 

ces beaux types que l’art grec a immortalisés (J, p. 41). 

 

The discourse of petrification appears to resurface in this novel, and later when Jeanne 

kneels by the body of her mother she is described as having ‘la blancheur mate du 

marbre’ and ‘l’apparence d’une statue’ (J, p. 68). Massardier-Kenney points out that 

the narrator of this text is of undefined gender and is therefore removed from the ‘male 

economy of desire’.192 This, she suggests, means that the comparison with artworks 

does not fix Jeanne in the way that it does Sand’s other characters like Lélia or the 

marquise, but instead is used to de-gender Jeanne’s beauty which thereby becomes 

rather a ‘human’ beauty. Thus, she argues, ‘the narrator compares Jeanne to ancient 

sculptures and figures of Greek art to emphasize her autonomy, her status as a subject 

rather than an object’.193 While acknowledging the narrator’s independent position in 

the text, it seems to me that the novel is precisely about this struggle for 

representational legitimacy. The other characters in the novel all project their own 

perspectives onto Jeanne and fail to recognize to varying degrees not only her right to 

her own position, but that alternative positions can even exist. Not until she jumps 

from the tower at Montbrat after Marsillat abducts and attempts to rape her is she 

finally heard; that is to say, not until after she dramatically asserts the right to her 

bodily autonomy can she at last be taken seriously. 

 This assertion of her own corporeality, however, comes at a price. Although 

she astonishingly survives the fall, in an intertextual reference to her namesake and 
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idol Joan of Arc, she eventually succumbs to her injuries. The closing scene of the 

novel therefore reflects the opening scene, and returns us to the death bed, only this 

time Jeanne is truly in her final moments. Marie de Boussac, Guillaume’s sister, 

discovers Jeanne on her knees praying, but in an unconscious trance. Lithic imagery 

is again used to describe Jeanne, who is said to be ‘glacée, et ses membres étaient 

roides comme ceux d’une statue’ (J, p. 304). The doctor bleeds her, which causes a 

brief revival, one long enough for her to reveal her vow to her mother never to marry, 

though she confesses to having felt love for Sir Arthur. She makes Arthur promise to 

marry Marie and convey to the community her utopian message that the local myth of 

the ‘trésor’ in truth comprises a socialist generosity of spirit. At peace, she imagines 

herself in the field, summoning her dog Finaud to gather her flock, and then sees the 

Grand’fade, the head of her folkloric mythology, beckoning her. The despicable 

Marsillat, meanwhile, does not escape unscathed. Guillaume holds him responsible for 

Jeanne’s death, and challenges him to a duel, which takes place where the novel began, 

‘dans le cromlech des pierres jomâtres’ (J, p. 308). Marsillat loses the contest, 

sustaining an injury to his thigh that leaves him with a limp, an infirmity that punctures 

the power he held over the peasant women of the local community he had previously 

exploited, since ‘une difformité, ou une infirmité, si peu choquante qu’elle soit, est 

plus répulsive aux paysans qu’une laideur amère jointe à un corps bien constitué’ (J, 

p. 308). As a consequence of her actions, of putting her body to the use of the wider 

community, Jeanne’s naiveté is valorized as an exemplary model. Marsillat, a lawyer, 

whose body was used to corrupt, finds no such solace. 

In his articulation of a literary masterplot, Brooks asserts that literary texts, and 

nineteenth-century realist texts in particular, are underpinned by a structure that 

resembles Freud’s death drive.194 This narrative dynamo Freud articulates in Beyond 

the Pleasure Principle, in which he seeks to understand our desire to repeat traumatic 

experiences when this seemingly contradicts our desire for pleasure. The satisfaction 

associated with the fulfilment of our wishes suggests that in truth what we hoped for 

was death. Thus he proposes the Todestrieb, the death drive, an inbuilt desire to return 

to a state of inertia. Given our consideration of literature as a means of fixity, of 

pinning down and of framing, it is hardly surprising that Brooks would offer this 

principle as a prime narrative mover. Sand’s texts, however, struggle against this 
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Thanatic tendency. Of course, in the texts discussed total escape from these principles 

appears impossible. Such an escape would require a fundamental renovation of the 

world’s organising structures, and Sand’s texts are not engaged in what we would most 

likely brand ‘science fiction’. This is where Sand proves her originality and her genius. 

Her more realist texts pose the challenge, reveal the petrifying structures of dominant 

discourse. Works like Jeanne depict figures who have achieved a level of fulfilment, 

who have attained that plenitude that ever eludes the realist hero. Even in the case of 

Félicité of Flaubert’s Un Cœur simple, a tale influenced by Sand, the arrival at 

fulfilment is not unproblematic.195 When Félicité is on her deathbed, she sees her 

cherished stuffed parrot, Loulou, which she has conflated with the Holy Ghost, come 

to life and float above her. Or, at least, ‘elle crut voir’.196 How seriously the reader is 

intended to accept this vision is a question for debate, since the real stuffed parrot has 

been subject to severe decay: ‘les vers le dévoraient; une de ses ailes étaient cassée, 

l’étoupe lui sortait du ventre’.197 Having lost her sight in her old age, Félicité remains 

blissfully unaware of the decrepit state of her idol, which she still kisses. Are we meant 

to pity Félicité? Or should we admire her innocence and her unshakable faith? That 

there is such a debate is significant, since no such ambiguity exists in Sand’s text. 

Protagonists in the realist novel seldom achieve a fully satisfying resolution, if that 

resolution does not involve a return to that inert state Freud believed to be an 

unconscious instinct. The Sandian text, meanwhile, envisions possible fulfilment 

through authenticity and an arrival at self-knowledge. 

This resistance to the death drive receives its fullest expression in the Consuelo 

novels. In the closing moments of Consuelo, Albert de Rudolstadt lies on his deathbed 

and a wedding ceremony is held to unite him with Consuelo before he dies, elevating 

her to the position of Countess of Rudolstadt. The description of Albert immediately 

after death has taken him states that his gaze is fixed on Consuelo, and ‘sa bouche 

restait entrouverte comme pour lui parler’ (C, II, p. 530). We might liken this to 

Emma’s death scene, the mouth open but access to the word foreclosed, but Albert’s 

face then changes, and ‘se mit dans une expression definitive de calme auguste et de 
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sévère placidité’ (C, II, p. 530). Moreover, in the sequel, La Comtesse de Rudolstadt, 

we learn that Albert in fact survived his ‘death’. He suffers from a hereditary catalepsy, 

an ailment that also afflicted his mother, Wanda de Prachalitz. Mistaken for dead, they 

were both buried alive. Wanda was able to escape, but had she not watched over Albert 

aware that he might potentially suffer the same fate he doubtless would not have. The 

Consuelo novels therefore present the possibility to ‘cheat’ death.  

A treatise by the highly influential physician Samuel-Auguste Tissot described 

a link between sustained, intense intellectual exertion and illness, with particular 

reference to catalepsy which he designated as ‘une suite de trop d’application’.198 We 

need only think of Balzac’s Louis Lambert or Théophile Gautier’s Onuphrius for other 

nineteenth-century instances of this cataleptic genius. Sand even described her 

grandmother as having suffered a form of catalepsy in her final two years (OA, I, p. 

765). Albert and Wanda might well both be described as geniuses. Their devotion to 

art and their fundamental understanding of the world’s ills are a central element of the 

novels, and their commitment to a socialist utopian vision leads them to a secret 

masonic society, the Invisibles, which works towards social betterment. Albert’s 

creativity is associated in particular with his sporadic disappearances, his ‘invisibilité’ 

(CR, p. 79; original emphasis), during which it is revealed he would retreat to a hidden 

network of caves beneath the mountain known as the Schreckenstein. In what has often 

been interpreted as a reworking of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, Consuelo 

descends into these caves when Albert disappears while she is employed as tutor to 

Albert’s cousin, Amélie, at Riesenburg.199 This is yet another reactivation of the lithic 

imagery, this time firmly associated with resistance. The Schreckenstein is a space off-

limits to society, like the idyll the young Sand created for Corambé, and one explicitly 

linked with artistic creation for the hidden caves are lined with books and old Slavic 

music scores, and it is here that Consuelo hears Albert play the violin ‘si parfait’ (C, I, 

p. 318). As part of the Invisibles, Wanda tells us that she has ‘recouvré, sinon la santé 

du corps, du moins la vie de l’âme’ (CR, p. 388). In any event, catalepsy and their 

apparent resurrection is associated with both difference and knowledge, and poses a 
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challenge to the life/death binary in a more concrete way than Lélia’s complex 

symbolic status. 

Consuelo’s final test that enables her own initiation into the Invisibles at the 

end of La Comtesse de Rudolstadt seems to confirm such a reading. This initiation 

entails her passage through an ossuary, a prison, and a torture chamber that were all 

used as part of the Spanish Inquisition. In the initial burial chamber, the floor is thickly 

carpeted with what appears as a dense layer of dust but Consuelo soon deduces is 

human remains, and while the room is peppered with skeletal body parts a particularly 

striking image is that of the remains of a Lutheran chained upright to the wall, his 

wife’s skeleton at his feet. Recalling the necrophilic aspect of death explored in 

Histoire de ma vie, Consuelo is moved by the strength of spirit of this victim of the 

Inquisition, by ‘l’idée de la vie en lutte avec les tourments de l’agonie’ (CR, p. 465), 

and kisses the Lutheran’s skeletal hand. When she finally reaches the end of the torture 

chamber she encounters a large bronze bell designed to encase its victim to such an 

extent ‘qu’il ne pouvait y faire un mouvement’ (CR, p. 468). The intention of this 

instrument of torture was not to suffocate, but to elicit a confession; immobilizing the 

body, then, in order to enforce the dominant order. Consuelo’s eyes focus on a tuft of 

greyed and bloodied hair, left behind by one of this implement’s victims. The thoughts 

of the suffering this tuft of hair metonymically represents overwhelm her, and ‘tout à 

coup, Consuelo ne vit plus rien et cessa de souffrir. Sans être avertie par aucun 

sentiment de douleur physique […] elle tomba droite et raide sur le pavé comme une 

statue qui se détacherait de son piédestal’ (CR, p. 469). Her very own descent into the 

afterlife, then, leads to her own form of catalepsy, one from which she re-emerges 

‘pâle comme un spectre’ (CR, p. 473). This initiation ceremony opens Consuelo to 

new forms of understanding and completes her Bildung. She is now able to join the 

Invisibles in their work creating a new, utopian world order. In other words, the 

cataleptic experience, the journeys through various forms of death, in turn allow 

Wanda, Albert and Consuelo to put their bodies to a political use: Consuelo remarries 

Albert in an alternative wedding ceremony free from the shackles of Christian 

marriage rites and form their own Saint-Simonian enclave. In Sand’s alternative 
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eighteenth-century history, the Invisibles, it is strongly suggested, were instrumental 

in bringing about the French Revolution.200 

The body, then, is subject to limitations over which the individual has little 

control, but what Sand encourages above all is that putting to use of the body, and this 

use is other-oriented. Stasis, therefore, is antithetical to Sand’s approach to the world 

in its quite literal opposition to progress. Lucienne de Valangis of La Confession d’une 

jeune fille is in this respect exemplary, since she tells us ‘J’avais l’habitude et le besoin 

d’une ardente locomotion’ (CF, I, p. 62), and when she first meets her governess, 

Jennie, she is especially pleased by her physiognomy because ‘quoique mince et 

mignonne, elle avait je ne sais quel air de vigueur et d’activité’ (CF, I, p. 100). Sand, 

in a letter to Franz Liszt, extolled the virtues of physiognomy, in particular of the work 

of Lavater. Although physiognomy had largely been eclipsed in the nineteenth century 

by phrenology, Sand fondly recalls looking at the figures in Lavater’s book as a child 

and enjoying this science that seemed ‘mystérieuse et presque magique’ (OA, II, p. 

826). Upon re-reading Lavater in her maturity, she wrote to Liszt ‘Je suis convaincu 

que ce système est bon et que Lavater dut être un physionomiste presque infaillible’ 

(OA, II, p. 834). François Jost has suggested that Sand is, in many ways, ‘de la famille 

spirituelle de Lavater’, drawing on Sand’s letter to Liszt and her novel of the same 

year, Mauprat, to illustrate the ways in which Sand’s descriptions assign particular 

values to certain physical traits.201 However, this is not as seemingly contradictory to 

the resistence to fixity I have thus far elaborated through her fictions. As she explains, 

‘ce n’est pas par une dissertation sur la physiognomonie que je veux vous engager à 

lire Lavater, c’est en vous recommandant ce livre comme une œuvre édifiante, 

éloquente, pleine d’intérêt, d’onction, et de charme’ (OA, II, p. 837), and her letter 

offers numerous extracts from Lavater’s text. It is not so much the specifics of 

Lavater’s science that Sand appreciates (indeed, her initial discovery of his works were 

through the images, since she could barely read at the time), but his poetics. 
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Rather, there is another discourse of the body with which I would associate 

Sand’s aesthetic: that of composer and teacher of singing and acting, François Delsarte. 

This is, to be sure, a difficult affinity to establish fully. Delsarte never wrote his method 

down, but his conception of bodily expression proved influential especially in 

America, where it was published by Genevieve Stubbins, who had studied under 

Delsarte’s protégé, Steele MacKaye. In France, a study of his life and method was 

written by Angélique Arnaud, one of his former students. Arnaud, who also wrote 

fiction, appears in a list of writers known to Sand and whom she recommended to her 

secretary, Émile Aucante, in February 1857 when Aucante was looking to expand 

(albeit unsuccessfully) his literary services (Corr., XIV, p. 243). Arnaud, in her study 

of Delsarte, wrote that ‘Je ne connais que madame Sand qui puisse être comparée à 

del Sarte pour la naïveté des impressions et la bonhomie jusque dans la grandeur. J’ai 

constaté souvent une similitude, et comme une parenté entre ces éminents esprits’.202 

She went on: ‘Ce qu’elle traduisait par sa plume, del Sarte l’exprimait dans son 

chant’.203 Arnaud does concede that the two never met, and nor did they exchange 

letters, but claims that ‘l’un et l’autre l’ont regretté’.204 She even cites a letter Sand 

wrote to her after Delsarte’s death that suggests Sand’s interest in his method: ‘J’ai su 

ce que valait del Sarte; bien des fois j’ai dû aller l’entendre, et toujours quelque 

circonstance, étrangère à ma volonté, m’en a empêchée’.205 Delsarte’s system was 

based on a trinity, that of ‘vie, âme, esprit’,206 through which he understood human 

existence. His teaching of the corporeal arts – acting and singing – sought to find a 

means of using the body (vie) to bring about a feeling in the spectator (âme) that would 

then lead to knowledge (esprit) of what the action conveys. As Carrie Preston states, 

Delsarte’s system place an emphasis on ‘the wholeness, divinity, individuality, and 

expressiveness of the body’, and combines a range of influences including ‘ideas from 

Catholicism, Swedenborgian correspondence, the work of the physiognomists and 

phrenologists, and the construction of taxonomies of expression by actors such as 

David Garrick and Samuel Foote’.207 In her discussion of Delsarte’s method Arnaud 
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suggests a further connection by linking Delsarte’s trinity to that of Pierre Leroux: 

‘sensation, sentiment, connaissance’.208 This list of influences (Garrick and Foote 

aside) alone suggests Arnaud was right to posit affinities between Delsarte and Sand. 

While Sand’s corporeal offerings are considerably less programmatic, Delsarte’s focus 

on forms of motion is telling, and offers a useful way of thinking about Sand’s 

approach to bodily representation which combines these same three elements to 

encourage an appreciation of the body in its wholeness. By moving beyond the frame, 

the outer layer of this triadic system, Sand resists the fixity and petrification of 

dominant discourse. 

 

Conclusion: Out of the Frame 

 

Claire White has theorized a ‘sensuous communism’ in Sand’s texts, arguing that 

through her depiction of the labourer and the labouring community, Sand voices ‘a 

critique of political economy, which, like that of the early Marx, describes the 

depreciation of the worker’s sensuous life and imagines a future that would allow for 

an abundantly sensuous experience of both the natural world and human activity’.209 

This approach goes beyond the image of the labourer, offering, in essence, Sand’s 

fundamental conception of human experience. We might, following White, articulate 

a kind of sensuous artist. Indeed, the labourer has often been read as a substitute for 

the figure of the artist in Sand’s texts, with La Mare au diable (1846) a particular limit 

case.210 Sand’s text takes as its starting point Hans Holbein the Younger’s woodcut 

depicting the labourer in the Simulacres de la mort. Holbein’s labourer appears 

withered, his horses goaded by a skeletal figure representing death. Sand takes issue 

with this depiction, and La Mare au diable is to be read as her reinvention of this scene 

as an image of vitality, replacing the decrepit worker with a young man, and death 

with a child. If we are to take this as an aesthetic statement, as critics usually do, it 

offers further evidence of Sand’s bodily representations as a struggle against realism’s 

entropic vision with a life-affirming poetics of hope. 
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In this light, Mademoiselle Merquem also offers a significant artistic statement 

in addition to the central love plot through the figure of the mediocre artist Stéphen 

Morin. At the beginning of the novel, we are told that his paintings seldom included 

people, and if they did it was only ‘pour avoir un ton en manière de repoussoir’ (MM, 

p. 118). This explains, for Armand, why these figures had seemed to him like ‘rochers’. 

In other words, Morin’s concept of the body in art was as parergon. This approach 

Armand ascribes to Morin’s way of life: ‘il travaillait trop; il oubliait d’exister, il ne 

se renouvelait pas, il s’ossifiait’ (MM, p. 239). By the end of the text, however, Morin 

has recognized his error, and has decided to depart on a voyage of discovery, in order 

to ‘vivre, […] sentir, comprendre, enfin aimer pour elle-même la nature, que j’ai trop 

aimée en vue de moi-même’, and upon his return he declares ‘vous verrez, mon cher, 

que j’aurai du talent!’ (MM, p. 314). The Morin subplot, then, provides a clear 

expression of Sand’s approach not only to art, but to the body in art, as it has been 

detailed throughout this chapter. That this statement is significant is implied by the 

fact that although Morin’s role in the text is secondary to the love plot, it is this 

conclusion of Morin’s artistic evolution that close the text.  

Following Morin’s reformed artistic thesis, even when at its least mobile, be it 

in sickness or even death, the Sandian body is poetically constructed in such a way as 

to evade precise capture and containment. In short, Sand’s bodies are in motion. Sand 

is, according to Lauren Elkin, the first flâneuse, the female wanderer who roams the 

streets and describes what she sees in a political move that subverts the traditional male 

image, pace Baudelaire, of the flâneur. The female flâneur, she argues, is a figure of 

rebellion, of revolution, and one whose lineage begins with George Sand.211 This 

image can also be traced through her texts. One need only reflect on many of the 

closing lines of many of her novels, which often indicate the start of some new journey. 

At the end of Lélia, Trenmor ‘ramassa son baton et se remit en route’ (L, p. 326); in 

Indiana, the narrator leaves the île Bourbon to return to France; the end of 

Mademoiselle Merquem sees Stéphen Morin launch his voyage of discovery; Sylvinet 

joins the army at the end of La Petite Fadette; MacAllan asks Lucienne at the end of 

La Confession d’une jeune fille, ‘nous voyagerons, n’est-ce pas? Vous avez toujours 

rêvé les voyages’ (CF, II, p. 315); and at the end of La Comtesse de Rudolstadt, in the 
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letter from the traveller Philon to Ignace Joseph Martinowicz, a professor at the 

University of Lemberg, Philon wrote that he had been inspired by Consuelo and 

Albert’s story and embarks upon his own journey, exhorting Martinowicz to do the 

same: ‘tenez-vous prêt au voyage sans repos, à l’action sans défaillance: nous allons 

au triomphe ou au martyre!’ (CR, p. 580). The notion of an artistic frame that contains 

the represented image of the body is consistently destabilized throughout Sand’s 

oeuvre, and it is in this way that we can begin to envision Sand’s mythopoetics, through 

the sense that these bodies refuse to be contained within formal constraints. ‘L’inertie, 

Sténio!’, cries Lélia, ‘c’est le mal de nos cœurs, c’est le grand fléau de cet âge du 

monde’ (L, p. 103). The bodies discussed in this chapter all make a claim to an 

individuality linked to freedom and plenitude, albeit with varying degrees of success. 

A level of bodily understanding denied by the realist paradigm is what Sand’s 

mythopoetics consistently strives towards and promotes. Moving towards the more 

fantastic and experimental elements of Sand’s texts, the chapters that follow will 

explore the precise, mythopoetic strategies Sand deploys that seek to arrive at such an 

understanding.
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Chapter 3: FLIGHTS OF FANCY: THE MYTHOPOETIC BODY 

AND ITS LIMITS 
 

Un portrait de roman, pour valoir quelque chose, est toujours une figure de fantaisie 

(OA, I, p. 622). 

The body in Sand’s novels is constantly on the move. The previous chapter considered 

this motion as a means of evading the petrification of the artistic process, suggesting 

an aesthetic model that sought to counter-discursively prevent the fixity associated 

with the mal du siècle and the nineteenth-century impulse to document the minutiae of 

daily life. While providing an aesthetic that is life-affirming and indicative of 

subjectivity, the texts discussed in the previous chapter were no less modelled on a 

representational strategy drawn from the stuff of reality. This chapter, however, will 

consider one specific form of motion heavily imbued with poetic potential: flight. 

The American Transcendentalist writer, Margaret Fuller, who was an 

enthusiastic reader of Sand, wrote in the New-York Tribune in 1845 that she felt Sand’s 

novels demonstrated an ‘upward tendency’.212 Most obviously, we might connect this 

upward tendency with the prevalence of bird imagery in Sand’s texts. The syllogism 

‘l’homme-oiseau, c’est l’artiste’, pronounced by Sand in Histoire de ma vie, has 

prompted a series of scholars to reference the role of birds as symbols of freedom and 

escape. Naginski, for instance, writes that ‘the bird is an animal of liberation, of 

migration, of travel; a creature whose passage to maturity offers one of our most 

dramatic images of freedom, whose very mode of locomotion has become for us a 

metaphor of escape’.213 Consuelo, when imprisoned in Spandaw, befriends a robin; 

when Indiana returns to the île Bourbon with her tyrannical husband and looks out at 

the horizon, dreaming of escape, ‘elle suivait de l’œil le vol des oiseaux qui s’en 

allaient coucher à l’île Rodrigue’ (I, p. 275); after Pauline spends two intoxicating days 

in Paris with Laurence she returns to Saint-Front and frees her caged canary, which 

obstinately refuses to take flight, prompting her to exclaim ‘Ah! tu n’es pas digne de 

la liberté!’ (P, p. 60); and the Baron de Platecôte metamorphoses into a seabird at the 

close of the fairy tale Les Ailes de courage and flies from society. This rich aviary of 
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images is not unique to Sand; Ellen Moers sees birds everywhere in writing by women, 

all imagining various possibilities for escape.214 My interest, however, is in flight as 

poetic gesture, instances in which the bodies represented quite literally take off, 

recalling Sand’s description in Histoire de ma vie of a strange vision she had of herself 

flying over Russia to rescue the missing Napoleon and his army. A short piece 

produced in the collection of fragmentary texts under the title Sketches and Hints 

similarly describes the experience of listening to Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony as 

an experience of transcendence, with the male narrator of this text describing himself 

as ascending towards the heavens. After a series of falls towards ‘la gueule béante de 

l’abîme’, he joins a group of ‘âmes heureuses’ ready to be received by God, and hears 

a voice welcoming him, only for the text to end in disappointment: ‘je ne vis rien, car 

la symphonie finissait’ (OA, II, pp. 610-14). This short piece, with its fantastical and 

religious dimensions, appears to confirm the escapist aspects of Sand’s idealism, one 

figured in this case through the elevator and transcendent potential of art. But the 

ending, the disappointment felt by Sand’s narrator, returns us sharply to the real, 

complicating, as Sand’s bodily depictions often do, the notion of Sand as idealist. 

As these brief examples imply, this chapter will entail a discussion of Sand’s 

integration of the fantastic into her writing. My argument is that Sand’s flights of fancy 

– or perhaps more accurately, fantasy – are not necessarily indicative of a departure 

from what we call ‘realism’. As Sand’s short piece on Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony 

implies, instead, and perhaps counter-intuitively, I consider that her particular 

integration of the fantastic into her texts serves to reject what we might refer to as the 

‘ideal’. This ideal, as we shall see, is a male-generated construct, linked with the 

Romantic notion of the sublime, and one Sand’s texts work to dismantle. 

Through both its highly symbolic nature and its reworking of established 

tropes, Sand’s use of aerial imagery forms part of her mythopoetics, with scenes of 

aeriality essential to her counter-discursive movements. This integral element has 

already been hinted at in Chapter 1 through the analysis of Sand’s mythopoetic muse, 

Corambé, which, it will be recalled, linked both the creative impulse and aerial 

capabilities. Corambé is a fantastic being, to be sure, and the readings that follow draw 

frequently on the fantastic wellspring that provides the essence of many of Sand’s 

texts. These analyses are therefore underpinned by Russo’s notion of the aerial sublime 
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mentioned briefly in my initial discussion of Corambé. While Corambé is an 

impossible being, capable of assuming many forms at will, the diktats of 

vraisemblance mean the bodies of Sand’s texts are less flexible. Corambé is sublime, 

but precisely because it is beyond language, beyond being controlled by the political, 

conservative machinations of discourse. It is significant, then, that Russo’s 

theorization of the aerial sublime is offered as part of her examination of the female 

grotesque. Such a notion may seem somewhat out of place in discussions of Sand, with 

whom the grotesque is not readily associated, and instead she is typically considered a 

writer interested in the ideal, transcendent, and, indeed, sublime. But Russo points out 

that the grotesque, whether of the Bakhtinian carnivalesque type, or the Freudian 

uncanny, is always corporeal, and serves to mark a deviation from the norm. She also 

notes its frequent associations with the feminine. The aerial sublime is what she offers 

as a response, a valorization of other forms of aesthetic that are both sublime and 

subversive.215 Russo’s aerial sublime therefore follows Hélène Cixous’s assertion that 

‘voler’, in both its meanings, is ‘le geste de la femme’.216 Russo’s concept is useful as 

a means of thinking through Sand’s engagement with aerial imagery in the way it 

gestures towards an alternative and counter-discursive aesthetic that we might also 

consider, in its own way, sublime. Sand’s texts, however, destabilize our expectations 

of this aeriality in what we might consider a particular form of mimesis, since my 

readings suggest Sand is concerned to expose the ideal, the sublime, as projections of 

the masculine imagination. 

This chapter will begin with a discussion of Sand’s approach to figural 

language and above all allegory, taking us into the heart of her mythopoetics. Flight 

will then be considered as a particular manifestation of this mythopoetic approach, one 

closely related to a supremely corporeal art form: dance, which in the nineteenth 

century was often perceived through aerial imagery. At the heart of Sand’s 

mythopoetics will emerge a deconstructive tendency, an integral process of de-

allegorization. My argument here is therefore that Sand’s aesthetics contends with the 

same possibility of both transcendence and immanence that Russo ascribes to the aerial 

sublime, albeit in different ways, as these images of aeriality are always shown to be 
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illusions. What Sand’s novels implore is an acceptance of the real body without the 

trappings of masculine idealization. 

 

 

The ‘Failure’ of Allegory 

 

The kind of figural language this chapter will focus on entails a return to Naomi 

Schor’s seminal analysis of Sand and idealism of 1993. In the second chapter of her 

book, Schor reflects upon Sand’s Lélia and her use in this text of allegory, picking up 

on a central tension within the aesthetic of Lélia that was identified by critics of the 

novel when it first appeared in 1833, and addressed by Sand herself in the preface to 

the 1839 reworking of the text.217 In her preface, Sand describes the novel as ‘un essai 

poétique, un roman fantasque, où les personnages ne sont ni complètement réels, 

comme l’ont voulu les amateurs exclusifs d’analyse de mœurs, ni complètement 

allégoriques, comme l’ont jugé quelques esprits synthétiques’ (L, p. 350). Schor’s 

reading posits Sand’s allegorical impulse as a means of evasion, an aspect of her 

idealism indicative of her rejection of realism, whose syntax curtails feminine libido. 

But this admixture of allegory and realism, Schor states, ‘resulted in an unclassifiable 

text that called into question the very taxonomic categories on which literary history 

depends’.218 The text therefore presents a conundrum, one critics (according to Sainte-

Beuve) viewed as a ‘monstre’.219 Sand’s text, Schor believed, was caught between 

allegory as an aspect of idealism, and the realist impulse of her feminism. As Schor 

writes, it is precisely because of her idealism that Sand’s more poetic tendency fails: 

‘the failure of allegory in Sand is the inevitable by-product of her idealist aesthetic: 

Allegory is the mode toward which idealism constantly strains; at the same time, it is 

idealism’s undoing. In allegory idealism turns against itself’.220 For all Sand’s 

representations strive towards the a-corporeal, the philosophical, in short the 

allegorical, the novel form does not allow for such extrapolations. As a result, for all 

the text’s aesthetic innovations, ‘buried beneath the text’s scintillating new forms, 
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there is a realistic novel struggling to get out’.221 My purpose is not to seek to resolve 

the tension Schor identifies; the generic hybridity of Sand’s text is essential to its 

message. Rather, my readings of Sand’s novels posit allegory and its figural relatives 

(myth, metaphor, and metonymy) as central, not as a method of idealization, but as a 

means of reverse-idealization, as a rejection of the ideal, sublime body conjured by the 

phallocentric imagination. 

If we are to accept that allegory fails in Sand’s text, my reading traces a 

celebration of that failure.222 In its generic failure, its attempt at reframing the feminine 

epic, Sand’s Lélia opens up new representational possibilities, and this is an essential 

element of Russo’s valorization of the grotesque. The grotesque is grotesque precisely 

because it is marked as deviant from the norm, and embodying such deviance is an 

inherently risky strategy. As Russo states, ‘risk is not a bad thing to be avoided, but 

rather, a condition of possibility’.223 Sand’s career is predicated on such an embrace of 

risk. How else might we consider her decision to leave home, her husband, her family, 

to embark on a literary career in Paris, at a time when women did not have the right to 

property? Lélia might therefore be viewed as a celebration of risk. There can be no 

reward without risk, even if this exposes one to failure. Risk, we might go so far as to 

say, defines modernity. 

The perceived failure of allegory in Sand’s text is no doubt connected to the 

wider intellectual reception of allegory since the Enlightenment, when allegory began 

to lose ground to the symbol, and ceased to be considered a serious genre. Maureen 

Quilligan identifies a connection between allegory and comedy, arguing that the kind 

of play that allegory entails involves such devices as wordplay and the use of puns.224  

Yet while Schor identifies Lélia as a failure of allegory, Walter Benjamin declared 

Charles Baudelaire to be an ‘allegorical genius’.225 As Baudelaire himself wrote: 
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Nous noterons en passant que l’allégorie, ce genre si spirituel, que les peintres 

maladroits nous ont accoutumés à mépriser, mais qui est vraiment l’une des 

formes primitives et les plus naturelles de la poésie, reprend sa domination 

légitime dans l’intelligence illuminée par l’ivresse.226 

 

There appears to be a double standard here, one linked to gender, with which allegory 

(and this is the root of Schor’s discomfort) has a tempestuous relationship. Posterity 

has retained only an impoverished image of Sand as artist, yet Baudelaire, allegedly 

an allegorical genius, has come to be considered the harbinger of modernity. While 

Baudelaire encourages a rehabilitation of allegory as a poetic mode, one we can also 

trace through the Romantic yearning towards a sublime, these images had become 

coterminous with the body of woman. Baudelaire included a poem in Les Fleurs du 

Mal simpy titled ‘Allégorie’, whose opening line asserts ‘C’est une femme belle et de 

riche encolure’. Baudelaire’s poem concretizes the woman-allegory association, and 

quite literally so, as he describes her skin as ‘granit’. But Baudelaire’s poem is notable 

in its typically excessive corporeality. Her hair hangs in her wine, her magisterial body 

commands the respect of Death, and she knows that ‘la beauté du corps est un sublime 

don’.227 Sand’s mythopoetics, meanwhile, seeks a more productive and less fetishistic 

relationship between the female body and allegory. 

In her autobiography, Sand recalls her relationship with her dolls as a child. 

During the Spanish episode at the Palais de la Paix, the only thing she claims to be 

able to remember of the journey with her pregnant mother from Nohant is these dolls 

(OA, I, p. 556). This attachment of young girls to their dolls is, Sand concedes, ‘assez 

bizarre’, and while it is something she struggles to explain she can ‘aisément le définir’ 

(OA, I, p. 553). She rejects that this maternal emotion is idolatry; she claims that she 

never imagined them as animated beings. Instead, she suggests that her dolls 

functioned for her as Catholic images of devotion insofar as they provided a 

replacement for something less tangible, or rather they came to symbolize something 

metaphysical. In other words, they function allegorically. This allegory is, however, a 

mere ersatz, one that appeals to the imagination of the child, providing them with an 

object of affection and devotion, but one that must eventually be abandoned: 

 

                                                           
226 Charles Baudelaire, Œuvres complètes, ed. by Claude Pichois, 2 vols (Paris: Gallimard, 1975-76), I 
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Il en est ainsi des enfants en général. Ils sont entre le réel et l’impossible. Ils 

ont besoin de soigner ou de gronder, de caresser ou de briser ce fétiche d’enfant 

ou d’animal qu’on leur donne pour jouet, et dont on les accuse à tort de se 

dégoûter trop vite. Il est tout simple, au contraire, qu’ils s’en dégoûtent. En les 

brisant, ils protestent contre le mensonge (OA, I, p. 554). 

 

When Sainte-Beuve responded critically to Lélia for moving too far from the 

vraisemblable, he described the text in similar terms, stating that ‘ce mélange de réel 

et d’impossible, qui était presque inévitable dans un roman-poème, déconcerte un peu 

et nuit à la suite de l’émotion’.228 We might well therefore confirm Schor’s thesis, 

accepting that Sand’s Lélia is in this same in-between space, ‘entre le réel et 

l’impossible’. But Sand’s interest in destabilizing binaries is by now well-known, as 

both Harkness and Mathias have shown. Elizabeth Grosz has asserted a move beyond 

dualism as politically and ethically necessary, reflecting that ‘dichotomous thinking 

necessarily hierarchizes and ranks the two polarized terms so that one becomes the 

privileged term and the other its suppressed, subordinated, negative counterpart’.229 

Grosz is writing in relation to the subordination of women in society, but her point is 

universal. Sand, posited as idealist, therefore stands in a hierarchical relationship with 

the works of realists. The negatively loaded term ‘failure’ serves only to perpetuate 

this hierarchy. 

Moreover, in a sustained consideration of fantastic literature published in La 

Revue des deux mondes in 1839, Sand reflected on Goethe’s Faust, Byron’s Manfred, 

and the work of Mickiewicz, stating that she saw Goethe’s text as too close to reality, 

and Byron’s as too far removed from it. Instead, she prefers Mickiewicz’s approach, 

which, we might say, finds the right balance ‘entre le réel et l’impossible’. Sand 

justifies her preference in the following terms: 

 

La vie réelle est elle-même un tableau énergique, saisissant, terrible, et l’idée 

est au centre. Le monde fantastique n’est pas en dehors, ni au-dessus, ni au-

dessous; il est au fond de tout, il meut tout, il est l’âme de toute réalité, il habite 

dans tous les faits.230 

 

Reading this into Sand’s texts, through her mythopoetics, offers a means of 

understanding the way in which she conceives of the role of reality in art, which she 
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here asserts as enriched by, and intrinsically related to the fantastic, the ideal that gives 

life meaning. 

Allegory in Sand’s novels is similarly ‘au fond de tout’. At the very centre of 

Jeanne, appearing around the middle point of the novel, is a description of the château 

de Boussac. In her description of the salon, Sand draws attention to its ‘plus belle 

décoration’, a series of tapestries from the fifteenth century. Sand claims these works 

to be ‘des chefs-d’œuvre’, and states her belief that they present ‘une page historique 

fort curieuse’ (J, pp. 140-41). These tapestries were none other than the now famous 

Dame à la licorne, which Sand helped bring to national attention in part through 

Jeanne but also through a piece she contributed to L’Illustration in 1847, with 

illustrations by her son, Maurice. In it, she ponders the potential meaning of these 

highly allegorical pieces, hazarding that the ‘dame’ depicted may be ‘la 

personnification de la France’.231 Although the meaning of the series is the subject of 

debate, with the meaning of the sixth tapestry, ‘Mon seul désir’, somewhat obscure, 

the other five are considered to represent the senses.232 It may well be that Sand’s novel 

was merely a useful vehicle for her to bring what she rightly identified as a significant 

piece of national heritage to public attention, but in a novel that concerns itself with a 

re-working of another personification of France as a nation, Joan of Arc, the 

comparison is compelling. That the central allegorical image is often considered an 

allegory of the body, of the forms of ontological experience, encourages a reading that 

seeks to reconcile the allegorical and the corporeal. 

The relationship between the matter of the body and the matter of allegory is, 

as Schor’s essay suggests, a complex one in Lélia. Through Sand’s use of the doubled 

heroine in this text a reading that pits the ‘réel’ against ‘l’impossible’ seems inevitable 

and indeed essential to any interpretation of the text. While Lélia is frequently invoked 

as an ethereal, impossible, ideal being, her sister Pulchérie serves as her over-

embodied double; the name Pulchérie, meaning beauty or charm, already bespeaks her 

corporeal qualities. When Pulchérie first appears in her ‘domino bleu’ at Bambucci’s 

ball, she reveals herself to Lélia putting her hand on Lélia’s arm, ‘une main chaude et 

humide comme l’haleine de cette nuit d’orage’ (L, p. 147). The very warmth of her 

body seems designed to create the opposition between her sensuousness and Lélia’s 
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cold frigidity. Moreover, in her ideology Pulchérie allies herself to the material, to 

vitality, to the real, as she explains to Lélia: ‘je n’ai pas demandé à la vie plus qu’elle 

ne pouvait me donner’ (L, p. 150). Given over to what she calls ‘la religion du plaisir’ 

(L, p. 150), Pulchérie’s depiction seemingly confirms her role as type. But Sand’s 

representation of these two women allows them the space to expound at length their 

respective philosophies, revealing them to be far more multi-dimensional beings. 

Mallia’s re-examination of Sand’s use of the doubled heroine as an appropriation of 

the gothic model as a useful means of thinking through possibilities of female agency 

similarly offers a more nuanced view. Mallia varolizes Pulchérie’s position, as she 

states: ‘refusant de s’envisager en tant que victime, cette courtisane impénitente 

mobilise son pouvoir et sa liberté d’action en dehors du mariage, dans une tentative, 

pas entièrement réussie, d’éviter les chaînes de la condition féminine’.233 This 

valorization, Mallia further notes, seems authorized by Sand herself since Pulchérie, 

the double in this case who engages in the erotic, does not suffer the same fate as that 

of Noun in Indiana, another double who surrenders to passion.234 In her confession to 

Pulchérie, Lélia discloses that she did love once, ‘vaillamment’ (L, p. 170; original 

emphasis), but that this experience left her sceptical and disillusioned. The difference 

between these two sisters does not necessarily mean that they function as two poles, 

as angel and demon. They are each responding in different ways to different life 

experiences. The failure of Lélia as text may not be in its yearnings towards allegory, 

but in its yearnings towards the real, in its experimental counter-discursivity. Lélia, 

rather, is a point of working through of mythopoetic possibilities. 

The question of the allegorical in Lélia is further complicated by Sand’s 

substantial rewriting of the text six years after its initial publication. While the central 

dynamic of the text remains the same – Lélia is loved by the poet Sténio but feels 

unable to return his love, while she is also lusted after by the mad priest Magnus – it 

is in the representation of the body that the two texts differ. This has frequently been 

noted by critics like Massardier-Kenney, who demonstrates that the accusation of 

frigidity that underpinned much of the scandal surrounding the Lélia of 1833 prompted 

a ‘systematic removal of material the (male) critics could use to interpret the novel as 

registering the impotence of the main character’.235 Instead, the 1839 version of the 
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novel refocuses Lélia’s dilemma more clearly as a result of the social dynamics that 

render female desire taboo and inexpressible, expanding the plot to include a religious 

trial and reducing the references to her frigidity. Schor’s suggestion that allegory fails 

in Lélia, which she uses Sand’s preface of 1839 to justify, in fact comes under 

substantial pressure when one considers that the body from one Lélia to the other in 

truth becomes more abstract, more poetic. 

Across the two texts, description is inconsistent, and emphasizes the nature of 

these characters as presences rather than forms. Sténio is described at one stage as 

having a ‘blonde chevelure’ (L, p. 318) but earlier his hair had been described as black 

(L, p. 93). Lélia, meanwhile, ‘n’est pas un être complet’ (L, p. 46), rather ‘une ombre, 

un rêve, une idée tout au plus’ (L, p. 47). Shortly before Sténio commits suicide, he 

laments Lélia’s frigidity, asking in high Romantic register ‘Dans quel éther 

insaisissable s’est évanouie votre substance immatérielle?’ (L, p. 288). Sténio’s 

frustrated desire manifests itself here in a series of hyperbolic contradictions that 

reinforce the idea of Lélia as intangible. But in the Lélia of 1839 this line undergoes a 

subtle but significant modulation, and Lélia’s ‘substance immatérielle’ becomes an 

‘essence immatérielle’ (L, p. 578; emphasis mine). This shift therefore moves us from 

a contradiction to a tautology, from matter to the matter behind matter. In other words, 

from an immaterial sign to an immaterial signified. 

Most notable in the alterations made in the 1839 version of the text is the 

change to the ending. Sténio still commits suicide, and Lélia still dies, but not at the 

hands of the priest Magnus. Instead, her confrontation with Magnus takes a very 

different form: an inquisition, as an accusation of heresy. Lélia, in the 1839 version, 

takes the veil and becomes abbess of the Camaldules, but in a critique of the institution 

of the Church and its corruption she is accused by Magnus of having seduced a 

recently-deceased cardinal. Lélia, in a moment of charity, does not expose Magnus’s 

insanity, but forgives him (L, p. 535). She is also accused by two of the nuns of the 

Camaldules, who collect a series of allegations including that Lélia has pilfered the 

wealth of the convent ‘pour soulager la misère des habitants de la contrée’ (L, p. 536). 

Exiled for her ‘crimes’ to a ruined charterhouse, Lélia languishes, to be found 

‘mourante’ by Trenmor, her anguish induced by ‘l’idée de voir l’ancien monde finir 

sans faire surgir un monde nouveau’ (L, pp. 536-7). As Naginski states, between the 

1833 text and that of 1839, ‘de “poète” en quête de sa voix, Lélia est métamorphosée 
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en philosophe-prophète’.236 Rather than a result of the corporeal trauma of Magnus’s 

assault, her death is knowingly recoded as a result of ‘le froid’ (L, p. 541), not her 

‘froideur’. In a final lament, Lélia bemoans the fixation with corporeality that defines 

humanity, imagining herself as a ‘sibylle désoléé […], esprit des temps anciens’: 

‘Depuis dix mille ans j’ai crié dans l’infini: Vérité, vérité! Depuis dix mille ans, l’infini 

me répond: Désir, désir!’ (L, pp. 540-1). Her natural death in the mountains shifts the 

register of this scene, and in a self-conscious ironic mode Lélia’s death in 1839 

becomes a further challenge to the corporeal terms through which the men of the novel 

and indeed the male critics of its subject matter seek to contain her. As Harkness has 

argued, the men of the novel ‘try to enclose her within the cultural framework of an 

embodied femininity, and hence reactivate the binary of sexual difference to impose 

coherence on chaos’.237 Trenmor describes her as an impossible combination of ‘le 

marbre sans tache de Galatée, avec le regard céleste du Tasse, avec le sourire 

d’Alighieri’, as well as simultaneously being Romeo, Hamlet, and Juliet (L, p. 46). 

Cliché upon cliché, in their abundance these descriptors reduce Lélia to an 

impossibility, an intertextual aporia. For Pratima Prasad, this scene presents Lélia 

through Trenmor’s eyes as the perfect androgyne, as ‘the incarnation of an 

irrecoverable idealism’.238 A dream, then, a dream made flesh yet imperceptible. As 

Sténio describes her, ‘c’est un rêve, tel que l’homme peut en créer, gracieux, sublime’ 

(L, p. 46). As I have already suggested, however, the use of androgyny as a means of 

valorizing Sand’s output seems problematic since the idea of the androgyne is itself a 

male-generated stereotype. I would agree with Prasad’s contention that Sand’s later 

novel, Gabriel (1839), provides an important inflection on the image of the Romantic 

Androgyny prevalent in the literature of the period.239 Although androgyny is an 

originary image, a myth of origins, it is difficult to disentangle the idea in 

contemporary culture from what it seeks to transcend. Revealingly, the scene in which 

the image of Lélia incites Trenmor to describe her using a list of clichés takes place at 

Spuela’s ball. Lélia is dressed as a man, in the guise of ‘un jeune poète d’autrefois’ (L, 
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p. 45). While written in third-person narration, the passage is quite plainly from the 

perspective of Sténio and Trenmor, who see Lélia in costume for the first time. It is 

also one of the most somatic descriptions of Lélia to appear in the novel. In swift 

succession the narrator refers to Lélia’s ‘cheveux noirs’, her ‘grands yeux couronnés 

d’un sourcil mobile’, the ‘blancheur mate de son visage et de son cou’, the ‘froide 

respiration de son sein impénétrable’, and her ‘front où le doigt de Dieu semblait avoir 

imprimé le sceau d’une mystérieuse infortune’ (L, p. 45). Lélia frustrates these men, 

as she frustrates efforts at interpretation, because the perception of her body is filtered 

through the male lens, given in the terms of masculine discourse. 

This sublimity, following the image of woman as angel that haunts the male 

literary imagination, is frequently figured through flight. Yet even Lélia’s aerial 

sublimity is a male projection. Trenmor asserts that after she recovers from cholera ‘la 

dernière plume de votre aile n’est pas encore tombée’ (L, p. 70), while Sténio sees her 

‘partout, dans l’air, dans le ciel, dans les eaux, dans les fleurs, dans le sein de Dieu’ 

(L, p. 75). As he wanders in a particularly Rousseauist gesture through Monte-Rosa, 

Sténio reflects that as he sees a ptarmigan, treecreeper, or francolin, ‘prêt à déployer 

ses ailes vers le ciel’, he imagines that these birds are Lélia, ‘qui s’envolait sous cette 

forme vers de plus libres régions’ (L, p. 76). Only once does Lélia imagine herself with 

wings, in her confession to Pulchérie, during which she recounts a recurring dream in 

which she would travel with the man she loved among the clouds, ‘emportée […] par 

des brises embaumées’: 

 

Je nageais alors dans les flots d’une indicible volupté; et, passant mes bras 

indolents à son cou, je tombais sur son sein en murmurant de vagues paroles. 

Mais il s’éveillait et c’en était fait de mon bonheur. À la place de cet être aérien, 

de cet ange qui m’avait bercée dans le vent de ses ailes, je retrouvais l’homme, 

l’homme brutal et vorace comme une bête fauve et je m’enfuyais avec horreur 

(L, p. 175). 

 

In her dream, not only does she fly, but so too does he, and it is the man who has 

become the ‘être aérien’. But Lélia is aware of the status of this being as product of a 

dream. Lélia herself, meanwhile, is frequently defined as a dream or as dreamlike. Like 

Sténio’s assertion that she is ‘une ombre, un rêve’, Magnus similarly bemoans her 

status as ‘rêve’ (L, p. 85). The women of the text are the only ones able to distinguish 

the real from the impossible, to interpret the allegories. Although Lélia states that her 
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dreams ‘ont un effroyable caractère de vérité’ she recognizes that ‘chaque fantôme, 

chaque monstre évoqué par le cauchemar est une allégorie claire et saisissante qui 

répond à quelque profonde et secrète souffrance de mon âme’ (L, p. 128). As Lélia 

tells Sténio, our dreams may present ‘des superpositions bizarres’, but they are not 

‘une pure combinaison du hasard’ (L, p. 112). Indeed, what are Freud’s interpretations 

of dreams if not allegorical readings? Lélia, for Sténio and Magnus, is an unintelligible 

dream. Lélia herself, meanwhile, recognizes that dreams reveal something about 

reality. Allegory is necessary to our understanding of the world, and our understanding 

of allegory requires us to recognize it as such. The failure of allegory in Lélia might 

therefore be a failure of interpretation on the part of these men who refuse to recognize 

Lélia as real. As Lélia states, ‘en vain l’esprit cherche à s’élever, la souffrance le 

ramène toujours à terre’ (L, p. 172). The elevation imposed by these men on Lélia’s 

body is a fantasy, one paradoxically both encouraged and foreclosed. It is perhaps in 

this light that we are to understand Pulchérie’s statement: ‘Qu’est-ce que la société 

nous impose, c’est de ne pas voler’ (L, p. 153). The dichotomy projected onto the 

representation of women as either angel or courtesan does not hold in this text. While 

on the surface Lélia and Pulchérie seem to present exemplary models within this 

paradigm, their awareness of how and why they are cast in these roles demonstrates a 

knowledge of this dichotomy as socially constructed. Both Lélia and Pulchérie respond 

to the circumstances of their time. In this way, I would suggest, they are the most real 

or at least substantial of the characters in this text. 

Although the scenes of Lélia’s death were radically altered between the two 

versions of the text, the closing scene of both versions remained the same. After Lélia 

and Sténio are buried, Trenmor looks out over the two graves, separated by a lake 

(since Sténio’s suicide precluded his burial in consecrated ground). Suddenly, 

Trenmor sees meteors against the surface of the water: 

 

Trenmor contempla tristement leur pâle éclat et leur danse mélancolique. Il en 

remarqua deux qui, venus des deux rives opposées, se joignirent, se 

poursuivirent mutuellement et restèrent ensemble toute la nuit […]. Trenmor 

se laissa dominer par une idée superstitieuse et douce. Il passa la nuit entière à 

suivre de l’œil ces inséparables lumières, qui se cherchaient et se suivaient 

comme deux âmes amoureuses. Deux ou trois fois, elles vinrent près de lui et 

il les nomma de deux noms chéris (L, p. 325). 
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The complex and fraught relationship between subjective reality and emotional, indeed 

poetic perception that both versions of the novel explore encourages us to read this 

final scene with a healthy scepticism. Lélia and Sténio, finally at peace in an a-

corporeal, ephemeral form, is an arresting image. Their melancholic dance recalls the 

original myth of the androgyne, the spherical creatures comprised of two genders split 

asunder by Zeus and endlessly searching for their ‘other half’, as described by 

Aristophanes in Plato’s Symposium,240 but this is clearly filtered through Trenmor’s 

imagination. Sand’s ‘howl of metaphysical despair’241 rails against the social and 

cultural construction of masculine models of desire and corporeality that leave those 

myriad other forms of existence in liminal, indeed metaphysical spaces, but finds even 

these spaces wanting, dominated by projections of normative sublimity. If allegory 

fails in Sand’s text, as Schor suggests it does, this failure presents a deliberate 

subversion of phallocentric modes of perception, suggesting more modes of female 

existence than the angel/courtesan dichotomy allows. 

 

Dance and/as Flight 

 

The aerial ‘danse mélancolique’ Trenmor describes reflects a wider association 

between dance and flight that lasted the length of the nineteenth century. 12 March 

1832 saw the début performance of La Sylphide at the Paris Opéra. The ballet was 

choreographed by Filippo Taglioni with his daughter, Marie, in the starring role, and 

was a runaway success, launching Marie Taglioni to stardom. Capitalizing on 

developments in footwear, technology, and costume, Taglioni’s performance in La 

Sylphide created an image of ethereal grace and weightlessness that is usually 

considered the inaugural point of Romantic ballet.242 Taglioni’s position as one of the 

foremost ballerinas of the nineteenth century owed to her mastery of pointe work and 

the ballonné that gave the impression of flight. Théophile Gautier, one of the foremost 

dance critics of the nineteenth century, described Taglioni’s ‘grâce aérienne’,243 and la 

Comtesse d’Ash included Taglioni in her series of ‘Portraits contemporains’, 

published in Le Figaro under the pseudonym Jacques Reynaud, writing that Taglioni 
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‘volait, elle ne touchait pas la terre’.244 D’Ash also claimed that Victor Hugo sent 

Taglioni a copy of one of his books bearing the handwritten inscription ‘À vos pieds 

– à vos ailes’.245 Lynn Garafola further notes that Romantic prints were dominated by 

the image of the ballerina, and that ‘often she was shown in flight, eluding the arms of 

an expectant lover’.246 At once fantastic, gothic, and exotic, Romantic ballet comprised 

themes that find their expression in Sand’s works, too, associating them with flight, 

ascension, and transcendence. It is therefore no surprise that Lélia, in 1833, was twice 

referred to as a ‘sylphide’ (L, pp. 154, 220), and that during the masked ball held by 

the musician Spuela, the dancing bodies are barely described, but that ‘au-dessus de 

tout, s’élevait la grande figure isolée de Lélia’ (L, p. 45).247 

Although Taglioni’s aerial style became the model for Romantic ballet, her 

chief rival practised a somewhat different, more terrestrial form. The Dictionnaire de 

la conversation et de la lecture, the French version of Friedrich Arnold’s popular 

encyclopaedia, Conversations-Lexikon, includes an entry on the Austrian ballerina, 

Fanny Elssler, that echoes the words of Gautier and D’Ash. Eugène Briffault, the 

author of the entry, describes Taglioni as ‘la déesse du genre ballonné’, and refers to 

her ‘danse aérienne qui se balance et voltige dans l’air’.248 Elssler, meanwhile, offers 

‘la représentation la plus parfaite du genre tacqueté, vif, rapide et toujours sur les 

pointes et dans l’exiguïté des petits temps’. She has ‘tous les caprices d’une inépuisable 

fantaisie, bizarre, originale, toujours décevante, et visant bien plus à la séduction qu’à 

l’admiration’.249 From a feminist perspective, regardless of whether we prefer the 

ballonné style of Taglioni or the tacqueté style of Elssler, both subject the female body 

to the male gaze, which in part explains the broad appeal of ballet as entertainment. 

As Felicia McCarren has stated, dances staged at the Paris Opéra typically presented 

female dancers drawn from the lower classes for the enjoyment of an audience 

comprised largely of upper-class men, and these women danced in the express hope of 
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attracting a wealthy patron.250 The use of opera glasses, McCarren goes on to note, 

developed as a means of further privatizing the viewing pleasure on the part of the 

male spectator, allowing both an amplified view of the dancer and a removal from the 

field of vision of the other male spectators. This privileging of the male perspective 

also explains the trend towards the minimization of male dancers on stage.251 This 

same voyeuristic principle underpins the courtship spectacle of the ball. 

Towards the close of the nineteenth century, Stéphane Mallarmé saw Elena 

Cornalba dancing, which prompted him to write one of his innovative essay-poems. In 

it, he too enacts an aerial poetics to describe the motions of the dancer, who, he 

claimed, ‘danse comme dévêtue’, which he goes on to clarify thus: ‘c’est-à-dire que 

sans le semblant d’aide offert à un enlèvement ou à la chute par une présence volante 

et assoupie de gazes, elle paraît, appelée dans l’air, s’y soutenir, du fait italien d’une 

moelleuse tension de sa personne’.252 In Mallarmé’s conception, moreover, to refer to 

the woman dancer is in truth a misnomer. She is not woman, ‘mais une métaphore 

résumant un des aspects élémentaires de notre forme, glaive, coupe, fleur, etc.’, and 

nor does she dance, instead ‘suggérant, par le prodige de raccourcis ou d’élans, avec 

une écriture corporelle ce qu’il faudrait des paragraphes en prose dialoguée autant que 

descriptive, pour exprimer, dans la rédaction: poëme dégagé de tout appareil du 

scribe’.253 Finally, he asserts that ‘la danse est ailes’.254 What interests me here in 

relation to Sand is the possibility of an ‘écriture corporelle’, the way dance throughout 

the century is figured as a means of expressing through the body a form of art that 

evades the fixity of language, what Susan Jones has referred to as a ‘poetics of 

potentiality’.255  

It was when he saw Loïe Fuller at the Folies Bergère in 1893 that Mallarmé 

thought he had unlocked this poetics of potentiality, seeing in Fuller’s dance a form of 

pure art that he wished to translate into his poetry. Fuller’s performance was far 
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removed from the ballet of Cornalba, Taglioni, and Elssler. Her danse serpentine 

revolved around costume more than the academic bodily performance that privileged 

footwork and graceful lines essential to ballet. As Mallarmé reflects: 

 

Ainsi ce dégagement multiple autour d’une nudité, grand des contradictoires 

vols où celle-ci l’ordonne, orageux, planant l’y magnifie jusqu’à la dissoudre: 

centrale, car tout obéit à une impulsion fugace en tourbillons, elle résume, par 

le vouloir aux extrémités éperdu de chaque aile et darde sa statuette, stricte, 

debout.256 

 

The body seemingly remains rigid, the poetry emanating from some centrifugal force. 

Perhaps paradoxically, what Mallarmé sees in Fuller is a form of bodily performance 

that hides the body itself. When Alexandre Falguière displayed his sculpture La 

Danseuse – whose model was the ballerina Cléo de Mérode, whom Falguière depicted 

nude – Georges Rodenbach objected, drawing on Mallarmé’s comments on Fuller to 

claim that her body ‘charmait d’être introuvable’.257 The dancer, Rodenbach tells us, 

incarnates ‘l’Éternel féminin’, bringing together ‘toutes les hypothèses de la Vie et de 

l’Amour autour de son corps, deviné seulement – non pas montré’.258 What Mallarmé 

and Rodenbach see in the dance of Loïe Fuller is the possibility of creating a bodily 

writing from which the body itself is an absent presence. And yet, Mallarmé’s 

description of this pure ‘écriture corporelle’ remobilizes the aerial vocabulary used to 

describe ballet. If dance is perceived as a means of conceptualizing the ideal body, the 

descriptions provided by Gautier, D’Ash, Hugo, Mallarmé, and Rodenbach suggest 

that this ideal body gestures upwards but is also inconceivable outside a pure art form. 

Mallarmé’s notion of an ‘écriture corporelle’ is a useful way of understanding Sand’s 

bodily poetics, which also functions as a poetics of potentiality, but I do not wish to 

equate Sand’s approach to Mallarmé’s, since, as this chapter will demonstrate, Sand’s 

‘idealism’ (if we can call it this) in fact entails a rejection of the ideal feminine that 

haunts corporeal aesthetics the length of the nineteenth century. 

Dance in Sand’s novels has often drawn the attention of critics since, as Simone 

Bernard-Griffiths has asserted, ‘l’on danse beaucoup dans le roman sandien’.259 

Moreover, Annabelle Rea notes that Sand’s life is effectively bookended by dance, 
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since she claims in Histoire de ma vie to have been born while her mother was 

attending a dance, and she died in the midst of writing Albine Fiori, a novel about a 

dancer.260 While Bernard-Griffiths focuses on dance and its social role, arguing that 

Sand elaborates a ‘sociopoétique’ of dance and that dance ‘se fait révélatrice […] de 

l’âme d’un terroir’,261 my interest is less in the social function of dance within 

courtship rituals than in dance as bodily act. Although many of Sand’s novels depict 

balls and country dances, such as Valentine, La Petite Fadette, Le Meunier 

d’Angibault, or Mademoiselle Merquem, Sand seems surprisingly uninterested by the 

body in these passages, focusing instead on the scenes’ discursive and thematic 

functions. I wish instead to focus on two specific dance scenes that occur in Le 

Secrétaire intime and Albine Fiori, which present dance as a particular aesthetic form 

that also encourages a reading that seeks a form of body-text, akin to the ‘écriture 

corporelle’ of the dancer described by Mallarmé.262 Rea makes passing reference to 

Sand’s early dance lessons as a means of establishing Sand’s dance credentials, but 

Sand’s approach to these lessons reveals more than just her ‘rebellious’ nature.263 Sand 

described this experience in Histoire de ma vie, and in referring to her creation of a 

sixth position in addition to the traditional five (OA, I, pp. 722-23), she hints also at 

the experimental aspect of her creativity. That this particular creation is induced by 

Sand’s need to maintain her balance simultaneously denotes this act as a manifestation 

of the female body’s creative potential as well as an understanding of somatic 

limitation. 

 

Figural Bodies in Le Secrétaire intime 

 

The dance scene of Le Secrétaire intime may seem a peculiar choice since it comprises 

a masquerade ball, and because dance per se actually plays no part in the text. The 

text, however, provides a particularly pertinent meditation on the representation and 

perception of bodies and on their symbolic potential when inscribed into creative 

enterprise. Published in La Revue des deux mondes in 1834, it can be read as a response 

to the criticism levelled against Lélia of 1833. Indeed, the preface to the novel 
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encourages such a reading, and Harkness has qualified the novel as an ‘anti-Lélia’.264 

While Lélia is surrounded by men who each try and fail to fully understand her, Le 

Secrétaire intime reverses the paradigmatic male subject-female object binary. Louis 

de Saint-Julien, the story’s protagonist, is employed by the Princesse Quintilia 

Cavalcanti as a private secretary after a chance meeting in Avignon. Although the 

novel is written using third-person narration, it largely follows Julien’s point of view, 

and as a result the narrative frequently offers physical descriptions of Quintilia from 

this perspective. Quintilia invites Saint-Julien to dine with her at the hotel where they 

are both staying, during which she is described as ‘admirablement belle à la clarté des 

bougies; le ton de sa peau, un peu bilieux dans le jour, devenait le soir d’une blancheur 

mate qui était admirable’ (SI, p. 36). After this supper, Quintilia’s chambermaid, 

Ginetta, combs her hair, which prompts a lengthy descriptive passage filled with 

superlatives: 

 

Au fait, il n’en existait peut-être pas de plus belle en Europe. Elle était d’un 

noir de corbeau, lisse, égale, si luisante sur les tempes qu’on en eût pris le 

double bandeau pour un satin brillant; si longue et si épaisse qu’elle tombait 

jusqu’à terre et couvrait toute la taille comme un manteau. Saint-Julien n’avait 

rien vu de semblable, si ce n’est dans ses élucubrations fantastiques (SI, pp. 37-

38). 

 

Finally, this passage closes with a reflection on the overall impression brought about 

by Quintilia’s appearance, in which we are told that ‘avec ses babouches brodées, ses 

larges manches ouvertes et sa chevelure flottante, la riche Quintilia ressemblait à une 

princesse grecque. Ianthé, Haïdé, n’eussent pas été des noms trop poétiques pour cette 

beauté orientale du type le plus pur’ (SI, p. 38). As both fantastic daydream and mythic 

being, Quintilia is filtered through a series of mythopoetic lenses, and the reference to 

these ‘élucubrations fantastiques’ recalls Sand’s assertion in the Notice of 1853 that 

the text was inspired by the work of E. T. A. Hoffmann (SI, p. 25). But these mythic 

references are themselves revealing. The story of Ianthé is related in Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, where we learn that she has fallen in love with Iphis. Iphis is the 

daughter of Ligdus and Telethusa, who raised her as a boy since they could not afford 

a dowry. Isis, the goddess so central to Sand’s mythopoetics, visits Iphis before the 

wedding and transforms her into a man.265 Sand would later write her own, more tragic 
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version of this story in Gabriel, but it seems significant here in light of the both 

masculine and feminine traits Julien ascribes to Quintilia. Together with the reference 

to Haïdé, Sand may well be offering an intertextual reinforcement of her central theme: 

Julien’s impossible desire for an impossible body. In her edition of Le Secrétaire 

intime, Lucy M. Schwartz hazards that this ‘Haïdé’ refers to the model of Giuseppe 

Verdi’s Aida (SI, p. 187), but Sand is almost certainly referencing Haidée, the Greek 

daughter of a pirate with whom Lord Byron’s Don Juan falls madly in love, only for 

her father to chase him away, leaving her to die of a broken heart, her unborn child 

perishing with her.266 Although hidden, the reference to the Byronic Don Juan seems 

fitting given Julien’s hopeless obsession with Quintilia and Byron’s satiric reworking 

of the legendary lothario into less master seducer than easily seduced. It should also 

be noted that when Don Juan meets Haidée, he cannot understand her as she does not 

speak English. Instead they must communicate through body language: 

 

 Thus Juan learn’d his alpha beta better. 

 From Haidée’s glance than any graven letter.267 

 

Though the love of Byron’s Juan for Haidée ends in tragedy, he is at least able to find 

some means of understanding her, an understanding that functions on a corporeal level. 

Julien, however, fails to understand Quintilia, who is presented as a mystery, a riddle 

to be solved. She appears gradually, with her disclosed piece by piece. When they first 

encounter each other on the road, Julien is too timid to look at her, glancing at her only 

‘à la dérobée’ (SI, p. 29). He wonders to himself ‘Est-ce une reine ou une courtisane? 

[…] Pourquoi suis-je si intrigué par une femme que j’ai vue aujourd’hui et que je ne 

verrai plus demain?’ (SI, p. 29). He overhears her adressed as ‘Altesse’, which offers 

some indication, but it is not until he is invited to dine with ‘Son Altesse Sérénissime 

la princesse de Cavalcanti’ (SI, p. 31) that he learns her name. The name Quintilia is 

not revealed until even later, when an attendant encourages Julien to accept the 

invitation. 
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Both Harkness and Pratima Prasad have acknowledged the level of self-

reflexivity present in the text, considering it a significant meditation on mimesis. 

Harkness argues that it offers an engagement with the act of reading, noting that 

Quintilia is the first of Sand’s heroines to write outside the context of the journal 

intime.268 Yet neither comments on the seemingly self-conscious way in which both 

Quintilia and Julien are presented even within the text as textual constructs. As Ginetta 

combs Quintilia’s hair after the supper in the hotel, which prompts the descriptive 

passage cited above, ‘elle le faisait ruisseler aux lumières comme un flot d’encre’ (SI, 

p. 38; emphasis mine). Moreover, once Julien has returned to his room he finds himself 

unable to sleep, and that ‘toute cette journée se présentait à sa mémoire comme un 

chapitre de roman’ (SI, p. 41). Such self-conscious narrative alerts the attentive reader 

to the ways in which this text playfully exposes and subverts novelistic techniques. 

To borrow Mallarmé’s notion of ‘écriture corporelle’, Quintilia seems 

uncannily aware of her own ability to create text. Of course, she quite literally writes 

a treatise on political economy shortly after employing Julien as her private secretary. 

But if what Mallarmé appreciated in the dance of Loïe Fuller was her ability to use her 

body to create but also dissimulate the process of creation, Quintilia’s body is both 

everywhere present in this text and yet also fundamentally impenetrable, much to 

Julien’s chagrin. In one scene, after Julien has made his hopeless declaration of love, 

he finds Quintilia sleeping. The way in which she is both dressed and reclined prompt 

him to see her as ‘une courtisane’ (SI, p. 146), thus recalling the initial enigma of her 

identity. As he looks at her, he hopes for some bodily confirmation of this 

interpretation, seeking, ‘dans l’agitation de son sein, la révélation immédiate d’un 

caractère avili et d’une habitude de dépravation. Une syllabe furtive échappée de ses 

lèvres, un soupir lascif, eussent suffi pour lui donner l’insolence qui lui manquait’ (SI, 

p. 146). Alas, unlike Don Juan and his Haidée, no corporeal sign confirms his reading. 

He goes to kiss her but changes his mind, deciding instead to kiss her hand. This causes 

Quintilia to awaken, and Julien tries to wrap his arms around her. In one swift motion, 

Quintilia grabs him by the throat and he falls to his knees. She places one of her knees 

upon his chest to hold him still, and draws the knife she always carries about her 

person. Julien attempts to break free, and in so doing ‘il sentit l’acier entrer légèrement 
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dans sa chair, et quelques gouttes chaudes de son sang humecter sa poitrine’ (SI, p. 

148). In yet another ironic reversal, the only penetration that takes place in this scene 

is that of Quintilia’s knife in Julien’s neck. 

One of the central themes of this novel is, then, the body’s perceptibility, and 

its position as poetic and creative object. It is in this light that we must read the integral 

scene that comprises the middle portion of the text: the masquerade ball held at 

Quintilia’s chateau. Prasad has suggested that the amount of space dedicated to this 

ball segment in the novel is indicative of its importance,269 and for a discussion of the 

body’s creative potential the ball’s entomological theme is indeed significant. The 

attendees are disguised as all manner of insect, with the ballroom decorated with 

flowers, silk ladders, and garlands of roses that cover the walls and arches. People were 

disguised as beetles, ants, dragonflies, spiders, disguises all assigned by Quintilia 

according to the character and physiognomy of each individual, to render the illusion 

all the more real. So real, in fact, that ‘les femmes jetèrent des cris d’épouvante’ (SI, 

p. 74) when faced with a praying mantis.  

Prasad reads this scene in particular as the novel’s way of undermining and 

satirizing the form of mimesis emerging as the dominant aesthetic mode in the 1830s. 

Sand goes to great lengths to underscore how closely these costumes are drawn from 

reality, telling us how Quintilia ‘avait consulté vingt savants et compulsé tous les 

traités d’entomologie de sa bibliothèque pour arriver à une perfection capable de 

donner le délire de la joie au plus grave de tous les professeurs d’histoire naturelle’ 

(SI, p. 74). Indeed, the reverie of the ball is interrupted by the arrival of an individual 

whose face is completely covered (Quintilia had insisted that faces be only partially 

covered, in order to identify any uninvited guests). Disguised as a red lily beetle, his 

costume attracts the attention of all those present due to its impeccably mimetic nature. 

The mask is described as ‘miraculeusement imité’, and ‘si semblable à la nature, que 

le professeur d’histoire naturelle de la cour se frotta l’œil gauche et se demanda s’il 

n’avait pas devant la pupille le verre de son excellentissime microscope’ (SI, p. 93). 

This induces a melodramatic response on the part of the entomologist, Cantharide, and 

he collapses as though in the throes of a breakdown. This causes the assembled crowd 

to erupt in laughter at the professor’s ridiculous response. Prasad sees this as a means 

of ridiculing the aims of realism, since this scene is both hyper-realist and yet 
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impossibly realist. ‘In the general laughter that ensues’, writes Prasad, ‘the episode 

ironizes realism's claims to scientific exactitude’.270 While I agree with Prasad’s 

central thesis that Sand’s texts often adopt ‘performative forms of imitation’ as a 

means of engaging with textual mimesis that characterizes the approach of the so-

called ‘realists’, what Prasad does not acknowledge (and this would seemingly further 

prove her point) is that the entomologist’s melodramatic response to this costume is 

itself a performance. We later discover that this whole scene was but ‘une moquerie’ 

(SI, p. 99), arranged beforehand by Cantharide, and that the individual beneath the 

disguise was Max, Quintilia’s beloved presumed dead. 

What I wish to emphasize in my own reading of this text is the self-reflexive 

awareness of the body as textual construct, as a means of generating art. It is therefore 

fitting that the text hinges on a scene of a masquerade ball, which by definition places 

the body as creative enterprise at the centre of the text. That this scene is placed en 

abyme through the performance-within-a-performance provided by Cantharide’s ruse 

only further reinforces such a reading. And in this highly creative scene which takes 

the body as its generative dynamo, the attendees at the ball are not depicted so much 

dancing as they are in flight. Most of the guests are disguised as beings endowed with 

wings, and in keeping with the laboured mimicry of the scene we witness them not 

dancing but leaping in the style of the insects they embody:  

 

Les plus hardis grimpaient sur ces frêles soutiens, se tenaient accrochés, les 

ailes pliées, au-dessous des plafonds, se balançaient entre les colonnes, ou 

s’élançaient de l’une à l’autre en agitant leurs ailes diaphanes. C’était un 

spectacle vraiment magique, et dont la nouveauté enivra Saint-Julien un instant 

(SI, p. 74). 

 

The flight of these bodies presents a scene whose effect is both magical and original; 

it is the nouveauté of the spectacle that charms Julien. The bodies privileged in Le 

Secrétaire intime are therefore primarily figural, supremely mythopoetic in their links 

to fantasy, myth, and the other-worldly, but they also anticipate in some ways 

Mallarmé’s ‘écriture corporelle’ in the way they are impossibly both present and 

absent, driving the narrative but impossible to fully narrate. Julien doggedly tries at 

multiple points to describe Quintilia, but his descriptions rely on alternative models, 

whether mythic or literary, and fail to capture the essence of this woman. Instead, the 
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text emanates from and around her, and she never relinquishes control of the text’s 

discursive economy. Even those bodies described at the ball have been deliberately 

chosen and designed by Quintilia. In her introduction to the text, Schwartz echoes 

opinions voiced by Balzac and by Renée Winegarten in her assertion that 

‘physiquement, Quintilia est essentiellement George Sand’,271 a reading encouraged 

by Sand herself when she wrote to Sainte-Beuve in which she describes the novel as 

‘un pastiche d’Hoffmann et de moi’ (Corr, II, p. 434). Whether we read this as an 

affirmation that Quintilia is Sand, or, as Harkness encourages us to do, as a 

reaffirmation of the text’s meta-literary reflexivity,272 their similar writerly 

inclinations are striking. Quintilia can be considered a writer par excellence not just 

because she writes a treatise on political economy, but also because she controls the 

text’s descriptive capital. After Julien learns of the existence of Max, Quintilia’s 

husband, we are told that despite his attempts to see her again he is able only to obtain 

two glimpses, once at another ball held at her chateau, where ‘ce ne fut […] que de 

loin que Saint-Julien aperçut la princesse’ (SI, p. 177), and again one year later when 

he happens across her as she leaves the Paris Opéra. Here he sees even less of her, 

seeing only part of her ‘robe de velours et son bras nu’ (SI, p. 181). She climbs into 

her carriage after giving him an astonished look, closes the door, and disappears. Just 

as she appeared in the text, gradually, almost metonymically, so too does she dissolve 

out of the text, resolutely in control of the text’s scopic economy, and Julien never sees 

her again. 

This control is implied by her very name, since the Quintilia is a genus of 

cicada identified by Linnaeus in the eighteenth century.273 The cicada has a long 

history in literature and myth as a figure of artistic creativity.274 It is significant in this 

regard, then, that the scene that manifests her creativity most clearly – the 

entomological ball – associates her creativity with aerial imagery. The ideal body, the 

body yearned for and conjured by the (male) Romantic and indeed Symbolist 

imaginary, is transcendent in quite literal terms. The creative flight in this text, 
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however, is not performed by Quintilia, but by the attendees of the ball, and this flight 

is, as we have seen, always acknowledged to be an illusion. 

 

The Dancer’s Body 

 

Although in the scene of the entomological ball in Le Secrétaire intime dance itself is 

secondary to the main action and is implied rather than depicted, the scene nevertheless 

establishes the (mytho)poetic potential of the body in motion, one connected with 

aerial imagery through the literal leaps of the assembled guests in their ‘cohortes 

aériennes’ (SI, p. 74), and their winged costumes. Turning to Sand’s particular 

depictions of dance outside the context of the ballroom, two further texts offer a similar 

image of the creative potential of the body, but further destabilize the association 

between the female dancer, the male spectator, and the transcendent body he expects 

of her. 

This shifting of perspectives and celebration of dance as a mode of corporeal 

creative expression is a recurring Sandian theme. In Francia, when the Russian prince 

Diomède Mourzakine takes the eponymous heroine, whose mother was a dancer, to 

the Théâtre Feydeau, we are told that of all the arts, ‘elle aimait surtout la danse’, 

though this is in spite of her distaste for the initial lessons where she disliked learning 

choreographed steps, which left her ‘souvent torturée, brisée, battue’ (Fr., p. 164). 

Recalling Sand’s description of her own early lessons, the control of externally-

imposed forms, of constraint, precludes enjoyment of artistic creation, as ‘Depuis 

qu’elle n’en était plus la victime résignée, cet art redevenait charmant dans ses 

souvenirs’ (Fr., p. 164). Annabelle Rea, in reference to another Sand text, La Filleule 

(1853), has demonstrates that Sand’s depiction of dancers is particularly novel as it 

privileges the position of the dancer, her motivations and work ethic, over the view of 

the male spectator.275 In Francia, while at the theatre Mourzakine ‘n’était pas fâché, 

tout en écoutant la musique, de pouvoir lorgner les jolies femmes de Paris’ (Fr., p. 

163), while Francia enjoys watching the dance as art. In La Filleule, meanwhile, we 

find a similar celebration of the potential of dance as bodily expression, but in the 

private sphere. In a scene that recalls Sand’s performances in her glace psyché in 

Histoire de ma vie discussed in Chapter 1. Moréna, the ‘filleule’ of the title, describes 

                                                           
275 See Rea, ‘Dance’, pp. 16-19, and Annabelle M. Rea, ‘La Femme qui se donne en spectacle, ou la 

danseuse et l’actrice chez George Sand’, in George Sand et les arts, ed. by Marielle Caors (Clermont-

Ferrand: Presses universitaires Blaise Pascal, 2005), pp. 199-212 (pp. 201-04). 



Flights of Fancy 

122 

 

in her memoir a bolero that she practised after seeing a performance by Fanny Elssler. 

But this is not a public dance: Moréna performed it ‘toute seule, en secret, devant la 

psyché de [s]a chambre’ (LF, p. 193). Dance is reconfigured as a private means of self-

exploration and bodily understanding in these texts. Only after Moréna has arrived at 

a position of self-knowledge does she depart with Algénib to perform across Europe. 

The eponymous heroine of Sand’s final, unfinished novel offers her most 

sustained reflection on dance as both an art form and a vocation. The text is epistolary, 

primarily following an exchange between Juste Odoard, an architect who has been 

dispatched to the Duc Flaminien d’Autremont, and his adoptive mother, Mademoiselle 

de Nesmes. Sand had only completed seven of these letters, and as Aline Alquier points 

out in her critical edition of the text she may have been contemplating a change of 

narrative format, writing of the novel in her diary on 4 March 1876 ‘le continuerai-je 

sous cette forme? Je ne sais pas, j’essaie’ (AF, p. 70). It would not be the first time 

Sand began a novel in epistolary form only to shift to a different narrative form, as she 

did in Lélia or Mademoiselle La Quintinie, with Adriani and La Filleule mixing 

multiple perspectives (letters, memoirs, third-person narrative), for instance. But from 

these seven letters we learn that Flaminien d’Autremont’s life has been marred by 

tragedy, losing his father, child, and wife in swift succession. Odoard, meanwhile, is a 

foundling, and his arrival at the château d’Autremont brings about a chance encounter 

with Albine Fiori, the dancer of the title. Odoard had previously seen Albine on the 

stage in Lyon, where he ranked among her many admirers, having become ‘amoureux 

fou’ (AF, p. 38). Albine, too, was a foundling child, raised by Monsieur Fiori, a former 

dancer, after he saw her dancing outside with friends. Of the fragment Sand completed, 

it is Albine’s story that constitutes the bulk of the text. 

We first meet Albine through Odoard’s account of seeing her on the stage in 

Lyon, but he encounters her again in Rome, where he is studying and Albine is 

performing. Except this meeting does not take place in the theatre; Odoard hears a 

commotion outside his lodging and discovers Albine whose adoptive father is taken 

ill. Odoard summons a doctor but Monsieur Fiori dies the following day, and Albine 

leaves for St Petersburg. This father is a foreboding figure. When Albine performed in 

Lyon, he strictly controlled access to her, preventing Odoard from speaking to her and 

interceding when he attempts to give her flowers. His approach to dance is almost 

evangelical, and he is described as believing in dance ‘comme on croit à une religion’ 

(AF, p. 51). This is not necessarily a compliment. His method precludes access to 
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scripture to Albine, forcing her to trust his interpretation of the texts, to give herself 

over to his choreography. ‘Une danseuse ne doit rien savoir et ne penser à rien qu’à 

son art’ (AF, p. 50-51), he tells her. His aesthetic philosophy is also unsurprisingly a-

corporeal, banishing the body insofar as possible. Albine explains, ‘Il en goûtait le côté 

poétique [de la danse] et pratiquait le plus profond mépris pour les tours de force, les 

pointes et les renversements exagérés où le muscle domine et proscrit la grâce’ (AF, p. 

51). The ideal, the sublime body of the dancer must remain sublime, impervious to 

traces of the real body behind the graceful forms. Thus, in a seemingly paradoxical 

image he reactivates the petrificatory imagery examined in chapter 2, since ‘il avait 

dans la tête toute une statuaire dansante’ (AF, p. 51). 

Shortly after taking Albine in, Fiori had a friend over to dine who asked if 

Albine was talented. Fiori has Albine dance for their guest, who declares her to be ‘un 

sujet exceptionnel, un être aérien, une merveille, un trésor’ (AF, p. 49; emphasis mine). 

This male observer’s enjoyment of Albine’s performance is framed in the same terms 

as the ideal female dancer discussed above. Rachel Corkle points to Gautier and 

Mallarmé’s descriptions of ballet as pure poetry, or the closest theatre can come to it, 

but draws on the importance of voice in Sand’s conception of the artist (as privileged 

across her oeuvre) to claim that Sand’s ballerina, conversely, cannot pronounce this 

poetry. She therefore concludes that Albine ‘ne peut pas incarner l’idéal sandien 

puisque le silence forcément, voire structurellement, imposé à la danseuse lui coupe 

l’accès à la parole. Elle n’est donc qu’un objet corporel […,] le produit et non pas la 

source de la pulsion créatrice’.276 For my purposes, however, the extent to which 

Albine corresponds to Sand’s notion of the ideal artist is less important than the way 

this artist also does not correspond to the nineteenth century’s conception of the ideal 

dancer. 

Albine describes a production of La Sylphide starring Taglioni in which this 

aeriality becomes quite literal through the use of a pulley mechanism. In it, Taglioni, 

‘soulevée par des fils invisibles, semblait planer dans l’espace, et à plusieurs reprises, 

s’envolait littéralement et comme malgré elle, quand l’amoureux voulait la saisir’ (AF, 

p. 52). Albine herself also starred in a production of La Sylphide which made use of a 

similar contraption. The integration of this element brought about a change in the 
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Flights of Fancy 

124 

 

audience’s perception. Initially, the audience judged Albine to be ‘trop maigre, trop 

enfant, pas assez jolie’ (AF, p. 52), but her aerial performance effects a shift in the 

audience’s perception: ‘La corde m’enleva très bien et m’emporta rapidement dans la 

coulisse. J’avais pris mon élan d’une manière si heureuse, que la salle applaudit avec 

transport pour la première fois. Les jours précédents, j’avais satisfait mon public, je ne 

l’avais pas enthousiasmé’ (AF, p. 52). But rather than focus on the aerial aspects of the 

performance so central to the nineteenth-century fascination with dance, Sand has her 

ballerina fall: ‘Comme j’arrivais dans la coulisse, à cinq mètres du sol, une poulie mal 

assujettie cassa et je tombai’ (AF, p. 52). In an arch-Romantic trope, Albine is saved 

from a potentially calamitous injury by none other than Flaminien d’Autremont, who 

catches her before she hits the ground, and thus begins what would doubtless have 

been the story’s real romance, as Albine develops for him ‘une affection sérieuse’ (AF, 

p. 46), though she feels her position as a performer prohibits any real romantic 

attachment between them. ‘Quand on est une ballerine condamnée à vivre à peu près 

nue sous les regards du public, il est bon d’avoir une âme que l’on peut dévoiler avec 

autant d’assurance que son pauvre corps’ (AF, p. 47). Unfortunately the manuscript 

goes little further, but what interests me here is that the novel does not adhere to the 

image of the sublime, aerial dancer described repeatedly across the century. Monsieur 

Fiori and his dinner guest attempt to establish her as such, using the same grammar as 

Mallarmé, Gautier, and Hugo, but Sand punctures this ideal with an injection of 

gravity. Albine is actively compared to Taglioni, the aerial dancer, and it is in 

Taglioni’s image that Albine is mounted onto the harness during her own production 

of La Sylphide. But as Albine tells us, she ‘failli[t] payer cher ce petit triomphe’ (AF, 

p. 52). 

Dance in Sand’s works is therefore engaged in a reversal of the ideal, sublime 

image of woman found on the nineteenth-century stage. If, for Mallarmé, woman is 

‘cette éternelle voleuse’, Sand’s dancers seemingly embrace both possible meanings 

of the term, as Cixous would encourage women to do a century later.277 Sand gestures 

instead towards the real bodies beneath this ideal, a rejection of the monolithic sublime 

woman in an embrace of more varied and, in many ways realistic forms of existence. 

 

 

                                                           
277 Mallarmé said this in his interview with Jules Huret. See Huret, p. 63. See also Cixous, p. 49. 
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Laura: De-crystallizing the Ideal 

 

Nowhere is this rejection of the ideal body clearer in the Sandian corpus than in Laura, 

voyage dans le cristal, in which the eponymous protagonist quite literally takes flight. 

It is an enigmatic text, described by Sand as a ‘conte bleu’ in the dedication to Lina 

Calamatta, Sand’s daughter-in-law, and as a ‘conte fantastique’ in a letter to Maurice 

(Corr., XVII, p. 451). Indeed, Crecelius defines the text according to Tzvetan 

Todorov’s taxonomy of fantastic literature as ‘fantastique-étrange’, a text offering a 

realistic explanation for the extraordinary events described.278 Incorporating elements 

of the fantastic, of fairy tale, of myth, it might more properly be described as magical 

realism avant la lettre. While magical realism has no firm definition, and appears 

varyingly also as magic realism or marvellous realism, it is generally considered as an 

anti-binary aesthetic mode. An apparent contradiction in terms, the magical realist text, 

according to Amaryll Chanady, ‘belongs neither entirely to the domain of fantasy (the 

creation of a world totally different from ours), nor to that of reality, our conventional 

everyday world’,279 and Lois Parkinson Zamora and Wendy Faris similarly describe it 

as a narrative mode ‘suited to exploring – and transgressing – boundaries, whether the 

boundaries are ontological, political, geographical, or generic. [It] often facilitates the 

fusion, or coexistence, of possible worlds, spaces, systems that would be irreconcilable 

in other modes of fiction’.280 Now, magical realism has strong associations with Latin 

America and with the postcolonial, and I am by no means claiming Sand as its 

progenitor.281 There is, however, an undeniable affinity between magical realism’s 

underpinnings and Sand’s most mythopoetic texts, of which Laura is a prime example. 

The short story was published in La Revue des deux mondes in January 1864. 

The text is a frame narrative, and follows Alexis Hartz, whom we first meet in his 

botany shop where he tells the unnamed frame narrator the story of his love for his 

cousin, the eponymous Laura. The story is filled with geological references and takes 
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as its premise a series of allegorical journeys into geodes. Sand asserts that her 

inspiration came from an amethyst geode she saw in the Natural History Museum in 

Paris (Corr., XVII, p. 451). All stones, according to Alexis, possess an ‘influence 

magique’ (LV, p. 20), but geodes are especially potent. And this ‘magic’ offers direct 

links with art, posited as part of a discussion with the narrator of the nature of art as 

travel and the potential of any ‘vrai savant’ to be an artist. This ‘travel’ then becomes 

quite literal, as Alexis recounts his many journeys into the fantastical crystalline world 

of the geode. 

Caroline Warman has identified a particular nineteenth-century fascination 

with crystallization, demonstrating that the phenomenon has strong associations with 

amorous discourse, even when it appears in scientific discussions, reflecting a 

relationship between art and scientific language in the literature of the period.282 

Sand’s text is indeed filled with scientific vocabulary, particularly that of geology, and 

the name of Sand’s protagonist’s uncle, Tungsténius, speaks to the world of science. 

It is also this scientific aspect of the text that has received most critical attention, 

especially in its intertextual relations with Jules Verne’s novel of the same year, 

Voyage au centre de la terre.283 But whether discussed as a roman d’initiation, as it is 

by Simone Vierne,284 or for its scientific content, as in Harkness’s interest in geology 

or Marie-Cécile Levet’s in perception,285 the frequent descriptions of natural and 

imaginary landscapes predominate. Levet notes that the title of the novel evolved, 

expanding from Voyage dans le cristal to Laura, voyage dans le cristal, but this 

elevation of Laura to the title character places the dynamics of desire at the centre of 

the text.286 My reading, rather, follows that of Mathias, who traces the theme of 

crystallography across the nineteenth century and argues that Sand’s text functions in 

a complex dialogue with other crystallographic texts by Stendhal and Adolphe 
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Pictet.287 Mathias argues that the Stendhalian model of crystallization detailed in De 

l’Amour of 1822 presents a negative model of understanding the world since it relies 

on a process of idealization. Pictet and then Sand, she demonstrates, reject this model, 

instead encouraging an appreciation of the imperfect forms of nature. In what follows, 

I wish to explore the implications of Mathias’s reading for the representation of the 

body in Sand’s text, of which Mathias makes no mention. 

Stendhal’s crystallization is a metaphor for the process of falling in love, 

developed from the image of a leafless twig thrown into a salt mine that undergoes a 

transformation into an object of outstanding beauty thanks to the salt crystals that form 

around it. Stendhal argues that this is similar to the transformation of the loved one in 

the eyes of the admirer, since she (and the beloved is invariably female) is no longer 

seen ‘telle qu’elle est réellement’, but ‘telle qu’il vous convient qu’elle soit’.288 

However, Stendhalian crystallization follows wider socio-cultural conventions in its 

underpinning perceptions of the stereotypically gendered roles in love, as Stendhal 

writes that ‘une femme, à son métier à broder, ouvrage insipide et qui n’occupe que 

les mains, songe à son amant, tandis que celui-ci, galopant dans la plaine avec son 

escadron, est mis aux arrêts s’il fait faire un faux mouvement’.289 This is certainly not 

a model for feminine liberation that I wish to claim Sand adopted. Sand warns against 

the idealizing process Stendhal elaborates, creating her own theory of crystallization, 

or what I am calling de-crystallization, that instead facilitates a union based on equality 

and an acceptance of real over idealized attributes. This process of de-crystallization 

inaugurates a new ideal, one in which love can flourish without being tainted by 

illusory embellishments caused by desire. Her idealism does not involve the raising of 

an individual to embody some form of sublimity in order to love them, quite the 

opposite. In spite of the apparent incompatibility of realism and idealism as literary 

modes, Sand’s idealism is in fact here an acceptance of the real as she imagines a world 

in which one can be loved for being oneself. 

The establishment of this egalitarian model is facilitated in Sand’s text through 

the fantastic journeys into geodes that Alexis and Laura take together. Since Laura’s 

mother had died and her father was a merchant who had fled bankruptcy, Alexis and 
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Laura grew up together, but were parted when Alexis reached school age, after which 

time he barely thought of her. But when they are reunited after an absence of several 

years Alexis is entirely captivated by Laura’s beauty. The description he offers is filled 

with corporeal superlatives, and thus recalls Julien’s perception of Quintilia in Le 

Secrétaire intime: 

  

J’avais laissé un enfant maigre et jaune; je retrouvais une fille de seize ans, 

mince, rosée, avec des cheveux magnifiques, des yeux d’azur, un sourire où 

l’enjouement et la bonté avaient des grâces incomparables. Si elle était jolie, je 

n’en sais rien: elle était ravissante, et ma surprise fut un éblouissement qui me 

plongea dans le plus complet idiotisme (LV, p. 25). 

 

He describes the last time they saw each other as ‘si heureux’, but Laura points out he 

has misremembered the past, which he has reformulated and indeed crystallized in his 

mind now that he is presented with this new version of his cousin. Laura’s very 

different depiction of the past highlights their differing approach to the wider world: 

 

Nous allions toujours chacun de son côté, toi pillant, cueillant, gâtant toutes 

choses, moi faisant de petits jardins où j’aimais à voir germer, verdir et fleurir. 

La campagne était un paradis pour moi, parce que je l’aime tout de bon: quant 

à toi, c’est ta liberté que tu pleures, et je te plains de ne pas savoir t’occuper 

pour te consoler. Cela prouve que tu ne comprends rien à la beauté de la nature, 

et que tu n’étais pas digne de la liberté (LV, p. 25). 

 

As with many Sandian heroines, the natural world is close to Laura’s heart; it is the 

life-bringing, regenerative elements of nature that she loves. Alexis’s attitude to the 

natural world, though, is typically masculine: that of coloniser, conqueror, possessor. 

Laura therefore deems him unworthy of the freedom he claims to lack in the city, and 

it is this same approach to the world that places Laura beyond his reach.  

We might theorize Alexis’s attitude towards Laura in Stendhalian terms as 

l’amour-physique, the love generated by physical attraction, though which 

consequently renders the woman as an object to be desired based solely on aesthetics. 

This mode of love is at odds with Sand’s ideals, and Laura therefore rejects Alexis. 

Through their journeys into the geode, however, Alexis will learn to appreciate Laura 

for her real qualities. As Laura takes Alexis on their first journey, she assumes 

superhuman abilities, notably the ability to fly: ‘[Laura] fuyait ou plutôt volait dans un 

espace lumineux’ (LV, p. 33). The world inside the geode is a realm beyond the 

linguistic confines and influence of reality. Alexis thinks Laura is speaking in Greek 
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or Latin, but then realizes that this is ‘une langue tout à fait nouvelle, qui peu à peu se 

révélait à moi comme le souvenir d’une autre vie’ (LV, p. 33). Entirely free from 

society, the world within the geode expels all social norms, and included in this 

expulsion is language. An entirely new and strange language is instead required, a 

language that both, and indeed only, Alexis and Laura can understand. Despite its 

unfamiliarity, this is a language that masculine hegemonic codes have not 

appropriated, and so it is also a means of liberation. This first journey into the geode 

is interrupted, however, and Alexis suddenly returns to consciousness to see his friend 

Walter and his uncle Tungsténius standing before him. He is convinced that his journey 

was not a hallucination, and attempts to convince his audience of the reality of what 

he has experienced, but to no avail. This intervention in Alexis’s ideal is doubled as it 

is revealed that Laura is to marry Alexis’s friend, Walter, though both state that there 

is no love involved in the match. Social concerns have caused Laura’s father to bring 

them together. In a vision drawn not from a geode but in a crystal wine glass, Alexis 

thinks he sees Laura’s reflection but it is the Laura of the crystal who speaks to him, 

explaining that she possesses both a ‘moi humain’ and a ‘moi immortel’, only partially 

available to ‘l’homme visible’ (LV, p. 46). Once again linking her true self to aeriality, 

she reassures Alexis in the following terms: ‘Je sens autour de moi le vol incessant et 

j’entends le battement harmonieux des ailes de ma véritable âme, toujours emportée 

vers les hauteurs; mon moi humain ne saurait accepter l’esclavage d’un hymen 

contraire à mes véritables destinés’ (LV, p. 53; original emphasis). 

Yet a marriage between Laura and Alexis is only possible when he recognizes 

that his love for Laura is a manifestation based on the carnal rather than the emotional. 

It is through one final journey that he comes to this realization, only this journey is not 

in the company of Laura, but with the demoniacal figure Nasias, who seeks to use 

Alexis’s access to the power of the crystal to possess the power of nature. Nasias is a 

mysterious figure who claims to be Laura’s father and who acts for the duration of the 

journey as an antagonist, embodying all that Laura attributed to Alexis earlier in the 

work but in a much more wicked way. He commands a large boat manned by a crew 

he would later murder once they outlived their usefulness to him, as he would do to a 

group of Eskimos who accompanied him, and his vast wealth was gained through 

exploitation, from selling counterfeit jewellery to ‘les naïves populations de l’Orient’ 

(LV, p. 65) in exchange for far more valuable gems. During this journey the narrative 

breaks down. It appears initially as a journey to the real North Pole, but Alexis 
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describes himself at times (and with no warning) in the fantastic regions through which 

he travels with Nasias, in the realm of the crystal, and with his friend Walter. In one 

moment, Alexis asks Walter if he can see this fantastic landscape, to which Walter 

responds ‘Je ne vois […] que le chapiteau de ta lampe et ton encrier en pyramide avec 

sa cuvette de faïence’ (LV, p. 110). Moments such as this are what Crecelius sees as 

the fantastique-étrange of Sand’s text, since it offers potential real explanations of 

Alexis’s visions. But this scene allows a significant juxtaposition, a clash of the real 

and ideal, as Walter disappears before Alexis and he returns to the ‘mer d’opale’. As 

Walter spoke to Alexis, Laura had begun to sing elsewhere in the house, and now back 

in the realm of the ideal Alexis can still hear Laura’s voice. ‘Ce mélange de rêve et de 

veille me tourmenta une partie de la nuit’, he tells us, since the voice of the real Laura, 

who suffers from a lisp, is considerably less arresting than that of the ideal Laura, 

producing ‘une réalité choquante’ (LV, p. 110). As Mathias states, ‘Laura combine[s] 

the real and the magical in a way that makes them both simultaneously possible’.290 

Nasias’s maleficence reaches its zenith in the eyes of Alexis at the climax of 

their journey, when they encounter an Eden. It is in the revelation of Nasias’s plans for 

this paradise that Alexis finally learns his lesson. The flights into the geode had 

previously represented a flight to nature, a kind of natural communion in a magnificent 

realm beyond the influence of society, but Nasias punctures this, appearing as an 

allegory for society at large. This Eden is filled with ‘des myriades d’oiseaux’ (LV, p. 

95), and Nasias immediately sets about stealing their eggs. His sole intention is to 

colonize the area for himself: ‘nul ne l’exploitera que mes esclaves,’ he tells Alexis 

(LV, p. 102). Now that Alexis has also outgrown his use, Nasias threatens to kill him, 

but amidst a ‘rire convulsif’ (LV, p. 113) he falls through a glass lake and disappears 

into the abyss. If this space is Eden, Nasias has failed the divine test and must fall. 

Alexis and Laura, however, in a rewriting of Adam and Eve, are able to leave this 

crystalline world, untainted by Original Sin. The Forbidden Fruit offered wisdom, but 

there is a different kind of knowledge to be gained in Sand’s text, based not on 

knowledge granted but knowledge learned. The name of Nasias’s boat, Tantale, 

references Tantalus, the thief of Greek mythology who cooked his own son and served 

him to the gods, whose eternal punishment in Tartarus was to be forever hungry and 

thirsty, doomed to suffer from desire never to be fulfilled. Nasias is therefore Man 
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living in Original Sin in his most abhorrent manifestation. Learning to accept reality, 

meanwhile, Alexis discovers a new form of plenitude. 

Sand’s geodic talismans recall the skin presented to Raphaël de Valentin in 

Balzac’s La Peau de chagrin. Raphaël’s magical skin is similarly linked to desire, as 

it allows him to obtain whatever he wishes, but shrinks with each use. Brooks has 

considered this talisman as an allegory for the means by which the plots of novels stage 

desire: 

 

Any narrative plot, in the sense of a significant organization of the life story, 

necessarily espouses in some form the problematic of the talisman: the 

realization of the desire for narrative encounters the limits of narrative, that is, 

the fact that one can tell a life only in terms of its limits or margins. The telling 

is always in terms of the impending end.291 

 

Through its mythopoetics, Sand’s text subverts this model. Nasias’s power is similarly 

manifested visually by a curious crystalline talisman he carries and whose power the 

Eskimos fear. In one scene, Nasias places this crystal on Alexis’s head which grants a 

vision of Laura beckoning him to the ‘délicieuse région de l’impossible’ (LV, p. 105), 

and as in Balzac’s text it offers the possibility of consummation, as it ‘dissipa comme 

un nuage trompeur ce mot impossible écrit au seuil de toutes les découvertes’ (LV, p. 

105). Balzac’s Raphaël learns a similar lesson to Alexis: that the true object of his 

desire and the potential for its fulfilment was before him all along: ‘“Pauline! Pauline!” 

cria le moribond en courant après elle, “je t’aime, je t’adore, je te veux!”’.292 But 

Raphaël’s realization comes only moments before death. Alexis, therefore, can be seen 

as the reverse of Raphaël. Knowledge, Brooks maintains, is of no avail in this bid to 

fulfil desire: ‘There is no gain to be had from knowledge. We are in the heart of 

darkness’.293 Savoir fails to save Balzac’s Raphaël, but knowledge is revalorized in 

Sand’s text provided it is used not for the purposes of control, but for understanding. 

While Raphaël is seduced by the power of the ass’s skin, Alexis turns against the 

system, and rejects the power of the talisman Nasias offers him, and comes to 

recognize the crystalline Laura as an impossible ideal. The ‘limits of narrative’, in this 

way, are transcended. 
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With Nasias gone, Laura guides Alexis back to the real in one final flight. Once 

he re-emerges from the crystalline world he takes a final glance behind and what he 

sees chills him: ‘je vis ramper quelque chose d’informe et de sanglant qui me parut 

être le corps mutilé de Nasias essayant de rassembler ses membres épars et d’étendre 

vers moi, pour me retenir, une main livide détachée de son bras’ (LV, p. 118). Deborah 

Harter has demonstrated that nineteenth-century fantastic narratives function in 

fragmentary form, taking the unity of the world and representing it in pieces, in 

opposition to the totalizing vision of more mimetic forms. As she explains, ‘in story 

after story, and with a kind of synechdochic fury, the body is captured and 

contemplated through its severed hands, its beating heart, its lost meshes of hair’.294 

Sand’s text works against this, using elements of the fantastic to present a unified, 

stable vision of the body in real terms, with Nasias appearing in this concluding scene 

in pieces. If Laura can be figured as an image of Russo’s aerial sublime, Nasias is her 

opposite, offering a truly grotesque spectacle. In a violent rejection of this ideal image 

offered by the crystalline world, Laura then shatters the geode, as Alexis, thoroughly 

de-crystallized, declares: ‘Il n’y a plus de cristal entre nous, et le véritable attrait 

commence’ (LV, p. 120). Laura and Alexis marry, Alexis becomes a professor of 

geology, and Laura becomes a botanist. Laura occasionally asks, ‘en riant’, for Alexis 

to describe the flora of the North Pole from his visions, but, he tells us, returning us to 

the precise terms of Stendhallian crystallization: ‘elle ne me fait plus la guerre sur mon 

amour pour le cristal, puisque j’ai appris à l’y voir telle qu’elle est, telle que désormais 

je la vois toujours’ (LV, p. 121; emphasis mine). 

There is a significant intertext worth acknowledging here: Petrarch’s Rerum 

vulgarium fragmenta – more commonly known as the Canzoniere – of the fourteenth 

century. The collection of poems relates the enduring, unrequited love of Petrarch for 

Laura de Noves, a married woman he met in Avignon. Jennifer Rushworth has 

explored the various manifestations of the works of Petrarch across nineteenth-century 

literature, noting in particular the sustained Romantic interest in him and this 

melancholic love story. She proposes Sand’s Adriani (1854) as the last in a line of 

nineteenth-century Petrarchan novels, one that distorts its intertext since Daniel, who 

is explicitly associated with the Italian poet, was once in love with the widow Laure 
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de Larnac, but in the end marries a laundrywoman. Laure, meanwhile, marries the 

operatic tenor, Adriani. As Rushworth writes, ‘this reincarnation of Petrarch in a man 

who loves a lady called Laure but marries his laundrywoman is a stark sign of how far 

novelization takes Petrarch from its poetic origin’.295 Laure, significantly, is described 

as ‘tout un idéal’, and according to Daniel she is ‘un poëme pour ravir l’âme, et non 

un être pour émouvoir les sens’ (A, p. 53). In the early moments of La Filleule, which 

Sand wrote shortly before Adriani, Stéphen Rivesanges’s friend Edmond tries to cure 

him of his filial attachment to his parents, warning him not to idealize them. His 

warning draws a comparison to Petrarch’s relationship with Laura, which Edmond 

deems unhealthy:  

 

Ne cultive pas en toi la pensée d’un amour idéal pour une créature mortelle; on 

se fait, grâce à cette rêverie, un besoin d’intimité sublime qui n’aboutit qu’aux 

risibles déceptions de la vie réelle. Tu es poëte comme ta mère, mais tu es faible 

comme ton père, ne l’oublie pas, et prends garde de faire comme Pétrarque, 

pour qui Laure fut une abstraction, et qui finit par s’accommoder, dit-on, de la 

poésie de sa cuisinière (LF, p. 14). 

 

Given this perception of Petrarch, Sand’s choice of name for her impossible aerial 

heroine seems an unmistakable intertextual gesture, redoubled when one considers that 

in several of Petrarch’s poems Laura is poeticized as possessing wings.296 Indeed, we 

may even see in the Petrarch-Laura dynamic a model for the Julien-Quintilia of Le 

Secrétaire intime, since this story of unrequited love is also generated by a chance 

meeting in Avignon, a location central to Petrarch’s reception in France. Thus, 

Petrarch’s Canzoniere becomes the ur-text for much of Sand’s corporeal 

investigations, but not as a model to be emulated, rather as one to be avoided. 

Only through an acceptance of the principles of Corambé, then, is Alexis able 

to recognize the ways in which processes of crystallization raise the object of desire to 

a level of mythic ideal that is of course unobtainable precisely because it never existed. 

If Sand is to be considered an idealist, therefore, it must be acknowledged that this 

idealism is deeply rooted in an acceptance of the real. Russo’s aerial sublime is at once 

an image of possibility, risk, and limitation. Traced through instances of aeriality in 
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Sand’s texts, these same attributes can help us understand her counter-discursive 

poetics. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Michèle Hecquet’s proposition that Sand’s socialist novels follow a poetics of the 

parabole therefore has a double meaning beyond that Hecquet intends.297 Sand’s texts 

do indeed lean towards the parable, highly charged with a spiritual and political 

message that draws its impetus from a figural form of language. But in its other 

meaning, the parabole suggests the rise and fall that has charted this chapter’s 

development. Sand has frequent recourse to aerial imagery, often in fantastic settings 

that allow bodies to literally take flight, but she also seems keenly aware that the aerial 

sublime is a male fantasy, a veritable definition of the ideal woman in fiction. To return 

to where this chapter began, then, the ‘failure’ of allegory in Sand’s texts can be 

considered the failure of the masculine ideal to match reality. Sand’s idealism, 

therefore, is more interested in the other side of the curve, the descent, the fall. Like 

Albine Fiori, who falls from her harness during her performance of La Sylphide, 

Sand’s heroines are often raised to the level of aerial sublime only to fall, for the image 

of the woman in flight to be punctured by reality, and it is after this fall that their true 

selves are heard or revealed. In Jeanne, it is only after Jeanne leaps from the window 

of the Tour de Montbrat that she is able to pronounce her egalitarian message, and we 

may even read Indiana’s jump into the Gorge de Bernica in this same vein. In other 

words, the creative possibilities associated with both of these deliberate falls are 

rewards for the risk entailed in taking them in the first place. 

Maurice Shroder has shown how the myth of Icarus recurs across the 

nineteenth century as the image of the poet, mapping the various elements of this myth 

onto the aesthetic tendencies that emerged at different points, through ‘the flight in the 

ambitions and experiments of the first Romantic generation’, specified as Hugo, 

Balzac, Berlioz, and Michelet, followed by ‘the fall in the minds, if not in the works, 

of the second and third generations, who saw a social decline in the Second Empire’.298 
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Shroder’s work makes little mention of women, however, and Sand’s characteristic 

modesty, famously turning down the Légion d’honneur, sets her apart from the image 

he constructs of the poet as exhibitionist. And yet, Sand has figurally flown high above 

her peers. During the siege of Paris at the climax of the Franco-Prussian War, Sand’s 

friend, photographer and balloonist Félix Nadar, proposed balloons be used as part of 

the French military and that Paris establish a balloon postal service to bypass the 

Prussian lines. When this latter plan came into effect, two balloons were launched on 

7 October 1870: the Armand-Barbès, carrying Léon Gambetta, and the George-Sand, 

aboard which were two Americans dispatched by the Provisional Government on an 

urgent mission.299 Coincidentally, the report of this event in Le Rappel records that the 

Armand-Barbès was yellow, but the George-Sand was white, like the ideal, aerial body 

of the ballerina.300 Commenting on this particular homage, Sand wrote in her Journal 

d’un voyageur pendant la guerre that while she considered this event ‘héroïque est 

neuve’, she regretted that ‘l’histoire entre dans des incidents imprévus et fantastiques’ 

(JVG, p. 101). Like the unexpected and fantastic flights of those in her novels, Sand 

unsurprisingly is more interested in the journey and the landing, noting that her air-

bound namesake ‘a eu des avaries, une arrivée difficile, et a pourtant sauvé les 

Américains qui le montaient’ (JVG, p. 101). 

In terms strikingly similar to those of Edmond’s warning to Stéphen in La 

Filleule, Célie Merquem warns Armand ‘je ne veux pas être aimée comme une 

abstraction. Je veux que vous me connaissiez’ (MM, p. 200). Diana Holmes has 

suggested that there is a common theme across Mademoiselle la Quintinie, Laura, and 

Mademoiselle Merquem, namely ‘the question of what makes man a suitable and 

desirable partner for an intelligent, independent woman’.301 In response, I would 

suggest that the answer to this question is an acceptance of the real, de-crystallized 

view of the body, a rejection of the sublime image of the idealized woman. As such, 

Sand’s mythopoetic impulse is radically counter-discursive, on the surface offering a 

seemingly infinite poetics of potentiality like the ‘écriture corporelle’ Mallarmé sees 

in the impossibly a-corporeal body of Loïe Fuller, but in truth destabilizing this 

masculine-dominated symbolic order.
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Chapter 4: SCIENCE AND FAITH: SAND’S CONFESSIONAL 
 

Vous pouvez lier mon corps, garrotter mes mains, gouverner mes actions. Vous avez 

le droit du plus fort, et la société vous le confirme; mais sur ma volonté, Monsieur, 

vous ne pouvez rien, Dieu seul peut la courber et la réduire  

(I, p. 240). 

The previous chapters have explored Sand’s representations of bodies through a visual 

model and her struggle against the petrificatory mechanisms at work in the texts of her 

(male) contemporaries, manifesting what appears to be an awareness on Sand’s part of 

phallogocentrism, the idea that language and discourse inherently always already serve 

to support masculine power structures. The bodies analysed in the previous chapters 

were shown to be mobile, either in quite literal terms through active movement or 

through a poetic, allegorical gesture, resisting the framing impulses that typify the 

realist project. In short, they have brought to light a failure of a visual model when it 

comes to representing the body. Yet the body is present in Sand’s works; the characters 

she creates encounter the world and each other in tangible ways. Sand’s friend, the art 

critic Théophile Thoré, was cited in Chapter 2 as recognizing that Sand’s literary 

creations were not ‘dans le cadre, mais dans le caractère’, resisting the realist tendency 

to frame bodies within their material contexts and, crucially, within their own material 

and biological limits. Thoré goes on to state that ‘toutes vos créations sont-elles bien 

vivantes et reconnaissables à leur santé vigoureuse, à leur physionomie très-

particulière, à leurs allures délibérées’.302 In this chapter, what will be more fully 

explored is Sand’s means of creating this effect, bodies whose contours and whose 

agency are keenly felt without being directly named. To describe this representational 

strategy I will draw on the notion of the confessional, bringing together as it does ideas 

of language, expression, and human experience. 

Ascribing an aesthetic that links Sand to the confessional may seem surprising, 

since her troubled relationship with the confessional has been previously noted by 

critics, and in her autobiography she writes that confession caused her ‘une extrême 

répugnance’ (OA, I, p. 840). For the literary scholar it summons two distinct though 

not unrelated images: that of the Catholic confessional, and that of the 

autobiographical tradition inaugurated by Augustine and influentially resurrected by 
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Rousseau. On both counts Sand is known to have taken the act of confession to task. 

As shown in the analysis of Sand’s autobiography in Chapter 1, she criticized 

Rousseau’s Confessions, designing her own autobiographical project in 

contradistinction with Rousseau’s conception of speaking the self. Damien Zanone has 

described confession as a ‘motif narratif’ in Sand’s autobiography, writing that ‘l’étude 

du motif de la confession aide à penser l’énonciation que George Sand invente pour 

Histoire de ma vie’.303 Through an exploration of the confessional as it pertains to 

Sand’s wider fiction I wish to move discussion on from confession’s autobiographical 

baggage, arguing that the idea of the confessional is a productive way of considering 

Sand’s counter-discursive engagement with various disciplinary conceptions of the 

body in the nineteenth century. 

The role of confession in nineteenth-century literature has been explored by 

Susan Levin, whose work examined the confessional novel in both French and British 

Romantic tradition. While she rightly asserts that ‘Romantic works called confessions 

form a distinct literary mode’, and she productively explores how writers like Alfred 

de Musset, Jules Janin, and Sand use the confessional mode initiated by Rousseau to 

their own ends, she argues that these texts are ‘representative of the concerns of 

autobiographical discourse in general’.304 Levin therefore only considers Sand’s La 

Confession d’une jeune fille, published in 1865, and reads into the text an 

autobiographical subplot on Sand’s part that has little bearing on my own consideration 

of confession. Rather, my approach differs from both Zanone and Levin by setting 

aside the autobiographical tenets of confession to consider its potential implications 

for an alternative mode of representation that accounts more fully for bodily 

experience, at the centre of which are notions of agency and fulfilment. Of course, 

Sand’s characters are fictional apparitions, projections of her own imagination under 

the control of the author through the strokes of her pen. Yet there is a sense that the 

very physical containments of the ink on the page and the covers of the books do not 

hinder the agency of these beings. Confession as it is explored in this chapter is 

therefore a more syncretic, secular discursive mode. It is anti-confessional in the 

religious sense, and promotes instead a genuine engagement with the other. 
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In order to establish how Sand’s confessional mode of writing the body disrupts 

dominant discourse, this chapter will consider a range of her fictional texts as they 

engage with two discourses that in the nineteenth century have significant 

ramifications for understandings of bodily experience and are both considered in the 

service of a dominant order: medicine and religion. The misunderstanding of bodies is 

widespread, but seems especially manifest in those dominant discourses whose very 

function was to interpret and offer guidance. France witnessed what has been referred 

to as a ‘medicalization’ of society, as Ann La Berge and Mordechai Feingold have 

suggested that across the century ‘medical ideas coloured popular perceptions, shaped 

public policies and informed literature, theatre, and art’.305 Mary Donaldson-Evans 

echoes this view, arguing that as medical advancements changed the public perception 

of the physician, the ‘linguistic hegemony exercised by medical discourse permeated 

nearly every aspect of French life’.306 This is in part, Olivier Faure tells us, because of 

a shift in medical practice towards the patient describing their symptoms, as a result of 

which ‘le vocabulaire médical du corps et de la maladie pénètre le discours profane’.307 

Meanwhile, the French Revolution and subsequent social turmoil, alongside scientific 

advancement, had shaken religious convictions. The period witnessed a notable shift 

towards the sciences, but this process was slow. As Alain Corbin warns, ‘oublier la 

pesée du catholicisme sur les représentations et les usages du corps serait se condemner 

à l’incompréhension de la culture somatique de ce XIXe siècle, qui fut aussi celui de 

la mariophanie’.308 Indeed, Corbin goes on to point out that society continued (and, in 

many ways, continues) to be structured around the embodiment of Divinity, of the 

celebration of the birth of Christ and of his resurrection.309 Robert Priest has similary 

observed that religious institutions in nineteenth-century France were far from 

‘decrepit anachronisms’, as some historians have tended to view them, arguing 

conversely that the period bore witness to the emergence of a ‘New Catholicism’, with 
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the development of new doctrines and galvanized by the sightings at Lourdes.310 

Nineteenth-century France can therefore be said to be characterized by evolving 

religious and scientific thought processes which occurred in complex interrelation, and 

had substantial influence on bodily knowledge and experience in the period, of which 

Sand was keenly aware. In the letter on Lavater she sent to Liszt and published in the 

Lettres d’un voyageur, she bemoans the way in which Lavater’s science has been 

forgotten in favour of Franz Josef Gall’s phrenology. This shift Sand attributes to their 

respective professions: Lavater was a theologian, while Gall was a doctor: ‘Notre 

siècle, positif et matérialiste, a dû préférer l’explication mécanique à la découverte 

philosophique’ (OA, II, p. 828). Such a development also motivates Friedrich Engels’s 

critique of radical social thought in the period. In Anti-Dühring of 1878, in particular 

the portion subsequently published in 1880 in French as ‘Socialisme utopique et 

socialisme scientifique’, Engels argued that the utopian socialism of the first half of 

the century was too closely wedded to religion and spirituality, and promoted instead 

a more scientific form of socialism, by which he meant Marxism.311 Not only does 

Engels’s argument rehearse the same opposition Zola expressed to Sand’s texts as 

being to ‘unscientific’, but it also focused in particular on Saint-Simonianism and 

Fourierism, movements that had a profound influence on Sand. Sand’s oeuvre, which 

is similarly iconoclastic, appropriates the confessional model by bringing together both 

the visual and oral. Confessional understood in this way also provides a counter-

discourse to the fear of both female speech and sensuality in the period that were quite 

literally diagnosed, with the entrenchment of hysteria and kleptomania as ‘female’ 

diseases. The kind of corporeal confession outlined in this chapter is therefore not just 

a valorization of female voice, but also of agency. 

 

Sacred and Profane Confession 

 

The medicalization of society and shifting relationship with religious conceptions of 

selfhood are both epiphenomena within what Mircea Eliade describes as the 

                                                           
310 Robert D. Priest, The Gospel According to Renan: Reading, Writing, and Religion in Nineteenth-

Century France (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), p. 12. 
311 Friedrich Engels, Herrn Eugen Dühring's Umwälzung der Wissenschaft (Leipzig: Verlag der 

Genossenschafts-Buchdruck, 1878), translated by Paul Lafargue and published in three instalments of 

the Revue socialiste under the title ‘Socialisme utopique et socialisme scientifique’. The Communist 

party published a new edition in 1924: Socialisme utopique et socialisme scientifique (Paris: 

L’Humanité, 1924). 



Science and Faith 

140 

 

‘desacralization of the cosmos accomplished by scientific thought and above all by the 

sensational discoveries of physics and chemistry’.312 Such developments strike at the 

heart of the mythos around which a society is structured, which Eliade located within 

the Catholic Church. As we saw in the Introduction, Eliade believed the rise of the 

novel in modern societies replaced religious texts as a means of reciting myths.313 

Eliade considered that novels provided a means by which society can nourish its 

hunger for these ‘mythological’ stories reframed in modern, profane forms.314 When 

Naginski describes Sand as a mythographe, she is locating Sand within this trajectory, 

but as we saw in Chapter 3 this impulse towards the mythic is not without its problems, 

since it makes claims to exceptionality and remove us from the real to such an extent 

as to hover dangerously close to the invraisemblable, beyond the realms of relatability. 

The allegorical impulse detected by Schor in George Sand’s texts is always a half 

gesture because it seemingly conflicts with Sand’s other, more politically motivated 

instinct. Thinking Sand’s aesthetic through the idea of the confessional, however, 

positions Sand as engaging with two already dominant discourses, thereby evading the 

reductive potential to dismiss Sand as a fully-fledged Romantic writer whose texts are 

too abstract and idealizing to have serious ramifications. 

To return once again to Brooks’s argument that the nineteenth-century novel 

takes the depiction of the body as a central concern, while asserting that narrative is 

always attempting to lift the veil of unknowability from the body but never quite 

succeeds, Brooks also traces the development of the body in fiction across the period 

as a movement from ‘seeing’ the body to ‘listening’ to it. His examination of writers 

including Balzac, Flaubert, and Zola demonstrates that these novelists present the body 

only in relation to material things, within a field of objects and other bodies that in turn 

define those bodies represented. But he also tells us that the period witnesses the 

emergence of an alternative model, one still rooted in the compulsion to make sense 

of and decode the body, but which shifts the focus onto the body projected outwards. 

For Brooks, the main pioneers of this new model are Sigmund Freud and George Eliot. 

They create, according to Brooks, texts that do not write the body, but listen to it, 

allowing therefore a new representational mode to give these bodies ‘content’:  
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The transferential model of listening to the body’s talk recognized both the 

involvement of the listener and the final otherness of others’ bodies and stories, 

both the capacities and the limits of knowing. It marks a partial subversion of 

the nineteenth-century model of the body held as an object of scrutiny in a 

detached and objective scientific gaze. Bodies do not yield their secrets in this 

manner. They must be listened to for their betrayals, read in their complex 

rhetoric, by a listener-reader whose position of mastery and authority is at 

issue. The content of the delicate vessels cannot fully be specified, only their 

narrative trajectory.315 

 

Through a focus on confession’s various manifestations in Sand’s texts I would argue 

that Sand’s novels follow a similar trajectory, offering a means of bodily 

understanding that allows for the possibility of agency, plenitude, and fulfilment. If 

Sand’s texts are to be considered ‘idealist’, it is in this respect that I think she was at 

her most original, and it is through the notion of confession that I wish to locate this 

project. Most helpful, I think, in Brooks’s conceptualization of ‘listening’ to the body 

is the significance and indeed responsibility placed on the listener. This model thus 

has two important modulations that each rework dominant, descriptive aesthetic forms: 

it affords greater agency to the body in question, and also brings into play the position, 

responsibility, and power of the listener, figured as the reader of the text or even, we 

might say, the writer. 

In addition to his work on the body in the nineteenth century, Brooks has also 

studied confession, and its pervasive impact on Western culture through religious, 

legal, and poetic contexts. The form of confession that particularly interests Brooks is 

the act of admitting guilt, of acknowledging one’s wrongdoing as a means of self-

recognition that in turn facilitates possible rehabilitation. Although focusing on the 

legal ramifications of the act of confession and what such admissions might mean for 

a social understanding of selfhood, Brooks’s study does recognize that ‘the 

confessional model is so powerful in Western culture […] that even those whose 

religion or nonreligion has no place for the Roman Catholic practice of confession are 

nonetheless deeply influenced by the model’.316 Brooks understands the emergence of 

confession as an important cultural model integral to the ways in which human beings 

interact: 
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The requirement of confession imposed by the Church in the thirteenth century 

both reflects and instigates the emergence of the modern sense of selfhood and 

the individual’s responsibility for his or her actions, intentions, thoughts – and 

for the acts of speech that lay them bare. With gathering momentum through 

the Renaissance and Romanticism up to our time, confessional speech becomes 

more and more crucial in defining concepts – sincerity, authenticity – that we 

are supposed to live by.317 

 

Sand’s representations of the body are concerned, as I have suggested throughout this 

thesis, with the possibility of agency and fulfilment. It stands to reason, then, that the 

confessional would play an important part in her texts. Indeed, Brooks locates this 

secularization of the confessional within the nineteenth century, just as Eliade argues 

that it is literature that constructs new mythologies. In fact Brooks turns to the 

psychoanalytic talking cure as the modern, secular manifestation of the 

confessional.318 Sand, I believe, is somewhere between these two forms of ‘listening’ 

to the body, bringing together the ‘transferential’ model of bodily representation 

Brooks ascribes to Eliot and Freud and his notion of the confessional as an innate 

human impulse with both religious and secular dimensions. 

 

Sand’s Heresy 

 

The impact of Sand’s particular spirituality upon her works has frequently been 

acknowledged, with Tatiana Greene describing Sand as a ‘hérétique’,319 and Naginski 

explaining that her heresy is an integral part of her belief that post-revolutionary 

society needed a new vision beyond that peddled by official discourse, one that her 

literary productions sought to provide. As Naginski writes, ‘l’Hérésie joue un rôle 

essentiel, car elle est porteuse des valeurs de liberté, d’égalité, et de communauté 

qu’elle [Sand] veut propager’.320 Metempsychosis, the idea of renewal and rebirth, is 

a popular Romantic theme, one Sand and a number of other writers of the Romantic 

era took from Leroux, with the notion that society is in a process of constant 

reinvention towards an ultimately perfect end goal essentially working as a founding 
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Romantic principle.321 Naginski even reformulates Balzac’s suggestion that Sand 

wrote ‘l’épopée humaine’ to claim that her novels of the period between 1838 and 

1843 constitute ‘l’épopée hérétique’.322 While it is certainly true that works such as 

Consuelo, Les Sept Cordes de la lyre (1839), and Spiridion (1839) present a sustained 

reworking of orthodoxy in service of a more utopian social vision based on the 

principles of Corambé, Sand’s working through of bodily understanding modulated 

through her own idiosyncratic view of confession extends well beyond the period cited 

by Naginski, and is detectable from her earliest to her latest texts. In the novel that 

made her name, Sand suggests that religion is a discourse that has been deformed in 

the nineteenth century, co-opted by a ruling class to serve its own ends that in truth 

brutalize and warp the supposed principles that underpin Christian faith. The only time 

we can claim to hear Indiana’s own voice in the text that bears her name is the moment 

when she writes to Raymon. In this letter she offers a bold critique of the way the 

emerging bourgeoisie has corrupted Christian values in order to solidify its own 

position:  

 

Le sentiment de l’existence de Dieu n’a point passé jusqu’à votre cœur, jamais 

peut-être vous ne l’avez prié. Moi, je n’ai qu’une croyance, et la seule sans 

doute que vous n’ayez pas: je crois en lui; mais la religion que vous avez 

inventée, je la repousse; toute votre morale, tous vos principes, ce sont les 

intérêts de votre société que vous avez érigés en lois et que vous prétendez faire 

émaner de Dieu même, comme vos prêtres ont institué les rites du culte pour 

établir leur puissance et leur richesse sur les nations. Mais tout cela est 

mensonge et impiété (I, p. 253). 

 

If, for Eliade, the nineteenth century bears witness to a re-modulation of myth in 

profane contexts, one borne out in particular through the novel, Sand’s Indiana serves 

as a counter-discursive response to this trend. It is certainly accurate to describe Sand’s 

approach to Christianity as heretical, but her objection is not to faith tout court, but to 

the misappropriation of faith by those in positions of power, its use to keep certain 

classes of individual in check. 

Within the context of the confessional, however, Indiana’s counter-discursive 

force is somewhat limited. The text, in fact, enacts her lack of confession. Indiana’s 
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true voice is seldom heard, and while the text that we read is ostensibly her story it is 

in reality told by Ralph to an anonymous male narrator. If Virginia Woolf would plead 

for a room of woman’s own in the early twentieth century, Indiana is not even allowed 

in the room when her story is told. Both this text and the subsequent novella, La 

Marquise (analysed in Chapter 2), suggest the impossibility – in 1832 at least – of the 

confessional model. Nonetheless, both texts serve to pose the question of access to 

legitimacy and agency as a central dilemma of Sand’s literary enterprise. The closing 

words of La Marquise suggest this very frustration. Both texts are, in essence, frame 

narratives, albeit with the contours of Indiana’s frame only revealed in the text’s 

epilogue. Yet while Indiana’s voice is marginalized in her text outside the context of 

her letter to Raymon, the Marquise de R*** is able to engage directly with her narrator, 

to whom she tells her own story. This tale, however, is misunderstood by her male 

interlocutor. In a move that reflects this attempt to project the language of science onto 

the body, after the marquise has told the story of her (almost) affair with the actor 

Lélio, the narrator’s glib response brings to bear both the assumed power and 

knowledge that accompanies medical science, as he states: ‘Si j’étais moins attendri, 

je vous dirais peut-être que vous fûtes très bien avisée de vous faire saigner ce jour-là’ 

(LM, p. 57). The marquise’s own response exposes the irony of this statement, since it 

reveals that this ‘knowledge’ is little more than an ignorance of true corporeal 

response, as she exclaims: ‘Misérables hommes! […] Vous ne comprenez rien à 

l’histoire du cœur’ (LM, p. 57).  

It is through a later text, though, that I wish to explore Sand’s heretical 

dismantling of the confessional. The subject is most obviously treated in Mademoiselle 

La Quintinie, first published in La Revue des deux mondes in 1863. The text caused a 

scandal. Although thirteen of Sand’s individual works had already been placed on the 

Vatican’s Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the publication of Mademoiselle La Quintinie 

occasioned a further review that concluded by prohibiting Sand’s entire output, omnes 

fabulae amatoriae. At the centre of this novel – commonly considered a roman à these 

– is confession, though Sand is keen to note that even though confession forms a 

central focus, it is in fact a symptom of a wider ailment she wishes to address, as she 

wrote to her editor, Buloz, in 1862: ‘On dira […] que je démolis la confession. Oui, je 

la démolis tant que je peux et avec elle la dangereuse ambition d’influence du clergé, 

l’hypocrisie du siècle etc. etc.’ (Corr., XVII, p. 273). Sand’s objection to confession 

rests on the fact that it allows a male, unmarried priest ascendancy over a woman, 
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access to her intimate life, and functions as a kind of ‘bigamie bénite’ (MQ, p. 325), 

one premised upon an inherent contradiction: ‘en même temps que les conciles 

décrétaient la mort physique et morale du prêtre, ils lui livraient les plus secrètes 

intimités du cœur de la femme, ils maintenaient la confession’ (MQ, p. 315).  

The novel follows the relationship between Lucie La Quintinie, a Catholic girl 

from a wealthy family, and Émile Lemontier, the son of a philosophe whose name is 

a clear intertextual reference to Rousseau’s Émile. But Sand’s novel also constitutes 

her engagement with a different, more recent work: Octave Feuillet’s Histoire de 

Sibylle. Feuillet’s novel appeared in La Revue des deux mondes in 1862, shortly before 

Mademoiselle La Quintinie, and follows the story of another Catholic girl, Sibylle-

Anne de Férias, who refuses to marry her suitor, Raoul de Chalys, because she cannot 

reconcile herself with his atheism. Raoul does indeed convert, but only shortly before 

Sibylle’s death. Sand’s relationship with Feuillet is complex, as Kate Bonin has 

shown.323 Sand initially praised Feuillet, initiating a correspondence with him in 1859, 

and in her preface to Mademoiselle La Quintinie appreciates that Feuillet’s text 

brought ideas and discussions of religion into the novel: ‘Longtemps la critique a 

prononcé que la recherche de l’idéal social ou religieux n’était pas du domaine du 

roman, et qu’il fallait l’exclure comme étrangère, intempestive et pédantesque’ (MQ, 

p. v). She objected, however, to ‘ce catholicisme qui me tape sur les nerfs’ (Corr., 

XVII, p. 221) that permeates Histoire de Sibylle, and offered Mademoiselle La 

Quintinie as a response. 

This comparison was also present in the public reception of the novel. In the 

16 August 1863 issue of the satirical periodical, Le Tintamarre, the pseudonymous 

Brantôme contributed an ‘orientale en prose’ entitled ‘Buloz captif de Schahabaham’, 

which depicted the editor of La Revue des deux mondes in the clutches of an Ottoman 

pasha, who hoped to use Buloz to relieve his boredom. As part of this endeavour, he 

procured two female tutors, one referred to as ‘fille Julie d’Étange’, the other as ‘fille 

Atala’. Schahabaham tasks Buloz with instructing these women in a new, more modern 

language, and Buloz teaches ‘fille Julie’ to emulate Sand’s Lucie La Quintinie, while 

‘fille Atala’ is taught to imitate Feuillet’s Sibylle, betraying the two authors’ respective 

influences: Rousseau for Sand, Chateaubriand for Feuillet. Drawing predominantly on 
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quotations from the two novels, this new language horrifies the pasha, since 

Sibylle/Atala insists on converting him or else watch her die exhorting his conversion, 

while Lucie/Julie encourages him to share all his thoughts with her, since ‘l’âme des 

époux ne doit pas faire deux lits!’.324 Schahabaham is appalled, demands they return 

to their prior incarnations, and has Buloz force-fed a copy of every issue of his precious 

Revue, ‘toute cette kyrielle de demi-volumes’.325 The author of this piece may see in 

Sand’s text only a poor imitation of Rousseau’s style, but my own reading suggests 

that while bearing traces of Rousseau’s influence, the novel’s scepticism about the 

confessional gestures towards new ways of understanding bodily experience. 

While Feuillet’s novel institutes Catholicism as salvation and has Raoul 

convert, Sand’s text adopts the reverse approach. Lucie is conflicted about her feelings 

for Émile because of his beliefs, but will by the novel’s close accept a less dogmatic 

view of faith and move away from certain aspects of Catholicism. Above all, the 

institution of confession comprises most of Émile’s objection. Typical of Sand’s 

‘heretical’ beliefs, Émile, unlike Feuillet’s Raoul, is not an atheist; he advocates an 

altruistic conception of faith and does believe in God, but rejects the idea of organized 

religion. This criticism of confession is, however, a corollary of the novel’s 

engagement with religious conceptions of mind, body, and soul. In an often overlooked 

but significant short essay published after her death, Sand explores her own 

idiosyncratic form of spiritualism. She argues that dualist distinctions between mind 

and matter are insufficient for a complete understanding of existence. Instead, she 

writes, a ‘trinité’ (S&I, p. 271) is required, one that brings together ‘la matière, la vie 

organique et l’esprit’ (S&I, p. 272). These are three distinct entities, each able to exist 

alone, but only together can they be considered a complete human being. Thus, ‘pour 

être un homme, il faut être un corps, une action et une idée’ (S&I, p. 272). Her belief 

system as she describes it in this essay recalls the models of Leroux and Delsarte 

considered in Chapter 2, but it also chimes with the theosophical idea of the God-

Humanity-Nature triangle,326 and although Sand never described herself as a 

théosophe, she was certainly influenced by the work of Emanuel Swedenborg whose 
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writing was instrumental to nineteenth-century theosophy.327 The preeminence of the 

mythical that formed an integral element of theosophy seems also to find an echo in 

Sand’s aesthetic practices. Given Sand’s belief in personal freedom and her interest in 

scientific knowledge that coalesces with a spiritual conception of the individual it 

seems significant that in the United States, Sand’s works were, together with 

Swedenborg’s, influential over the transcendentalists, with her more spiritual texts like 

Les Sept cordes de la lyre and especially Consuelo being praised by both Margaret 

Fuller and Ralph Waldo Emerson.328 These beliefs also feed into Sand’s criticism of 

the concept of hell, which she addresses in the preface to Mademoiselle La Quintinie. 

She wonders at the necessity of imagining a hell, of an ‘other’ to God, and a place 

where souls must return, ‘revêtues de leurs corps, subir éternellement des supplices 

sans nom, sans que Dieu veuille ou puisse faire grâce’, asking ‘cette croyance 

inqualifiable est-elle obligatoire?’ (MQ, p. vii). Sand instead embraces faith as a means 

of self-betterment, objecting to the dogmatic approach of institutional religion that 

seeks to regulate conduct. She privileges instead individual agency and a personal 

consideration of the means by which one’s own life can incorporate spirituality. Émile 

Lemontier and his father, Honoré, are a manifestation of this belief. As Bonin has 

stated, Émile is ‘dogmatically anti-dogma’.329 Thus, Sand goes on to state in the 

novel’s preface that ‘il n’y a pas deux Églises dans l’Église. Il y en a trente, il y en a 

cent, il y en a mille, il y en a peut-être autant que de catholiques’ (MQ, pp. vii-viii). 

Confession is judged by Émile to be ‘mauvaise ou inutile’ (MQ, p. 45), and the 

novel’s plot turns largely around whether Lucie will renounce confession and thereby 

enable their love match. Émile’s friend Henri, however, offers an alternative 
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perspective. While Émile struggles with the irony and hypocrisy of the confessional, 

Henri seems able to ignore it, as he explains:  

 

Qu’elle croie à Junon Lucine ou à l’immaculée conception, ce ne sont pas là 

mes affaires. Pourvu qu’elle me donne des enfants qui soient de moi, qu’elle 

préfère mon entretien au confessionnal, je ne lui demanderai jamais compte de 

ses épanchements spiritualistes avec les docteurs en droit canonique (MQ, p. 

46). 

 

Henri’s conception of marriage is one of possession, representative of the form of 

marriage bond Sand objects to across her fiction, but his views are not given the same 

prominence as those of Émile, Honoré, or Lucie. In fact, as Godwin-Jones has also 

noticed, Henri functions more as a comic foil in what is an otherwise serious roman à 

thèse.330 Émile replies that his own approach to marriage is underpinned by an entirely 

different metaphysical philosophy: ‘Moi, je suis tout autre. Je ne sépare point l’âme du 

corps, et je ne supporterai pas l’amant platonique, de quelque nom qu’il s’appelle!’ 

(MQ, p. 46). According to Émile’s worldview, inherited from his father, âme and corps 

are not to be considered separately. Sand strives towards an approach that recognizes 

that one cannot be considered without the other. While she does maintain âme and 

corps as distinct concepts, their relationship to the self is one of symbiosis not mutual 

exclusion, as she explained in her essay on spiritualism. This is in large part the 

motivation for her objection to confession as a practice, as we see reflected in a letter 

she wrote to her editor in which she offered a brief summary of the novel, and which 

reinforces the significance of the mind/body dynamic to the plot of the novel:  

 

Un jeune homme et une jeune fille qui vont se marier, et un confesseur qui veut 

bien laisser le corps au mari mais qui veut garder l’âme, parce que lui aussi, il 

aime, avec platonisme, avec mysticisme, avec toute la pureté qu’on voudra, 

mais avec la passion de domination qui caractérise le prêtre (Corr., XVII, pp. 

272-73). 

 

What Sand describes here as a ‘passion de domination’ is what her novel, and indeed 

all her novels, seeks to disrupt. Since the body without the soul does not, according to 

Sand’s ‘trinité’, constitute a human being, the Catholic confessional must be rejected 

in order to facilitate agency for women. 
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The discussion of confession in Mademoiselle La Quintinie is therefore a 

discussion of the body, and the body as discursive object. It is no surprise, then, that 

the text also poses the problem of writing the body. The first two thirds of the novel 

are epistolary, with the opening letter written by Émile to his father explaining that he 

loves a woman and that this woman may not be who his father assumes; the naming 

of Lucie La Quintinie as the woman loved by Émile is substantially deferred. Despite 

her significance being announced by her name on the cover of the novel, she is initially 

referred to antonomastically only as ‘elle’, then as ‘pas’ Élise Marsanne, the woman 

his father might initially have assumed to be Émile’s beloved. When Émile eventually 

does name Lucie, he endeavours to describe her, only to abandon that project: 

 

Lucie a donc vingt-deux ans. Lucie est brune, assez grande;… elle a des yeux… 

Eh bien, non, je ne peux pas te décrire Lucie… Demande-moi la couleur des 

yeux et des cheveux d’Élise, comment sont faits ses doigts et ses bagues, 

comment elle s’habille: je sais tout cela, et je pourrais t’en faire un portrait 

aussi minutieusement étudié que si j’étais peintre; mais Lucie, non! Pour moi, 

son image remplit le monde et ne saurait être concentrée (MQ, p. 3). 

 

This passage offers a clear instance of the indescribable body, all the more acute since 

this is not dialogue, but appears as part of an epistolary exchange, presumably not 

subject to the same, more immediate constraints on speech acts. There is also an irony 

in this passage, since Sand suggests that the painter would offer a representation that 

is ‘minutieusement étudié’, which Sand herself seldom provides in any of her texts. 

Lucie herself does not appear in the novel that bears her name until some way into the 

text, when the letters between herself and Émile and herself and her confessor are 

reproduced. 

Émile does, however, succeed in giving one general description a little later, as 

he relates in one of the letters to his father the first time he encountered Lucie. But 

even this description evades specificity. His description begins with the physical and 

extrapolates to relate her personality, but nor would this be considered physiognomy 

of the type popularized by Lavater. If Sand’s aesthetic is, as Schor describes it, an 

‘antidetailism, an antifetishism’,331 what Émile provides is a general sense of Lucie, 

not necessarily of her physical attributes, but of her character. Her voice is ‘franc et 

doux, non pas hardi, mais brave, trop souvent distrait peut-être, mais toujours 
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pénétrant’, while her eyes ‘sont d’une limpidité que je n’ai jamais trouvée dans les 

yeux noirs’ (MQ, p. 12). As Émile explains to his father: 

 

Malgré mon habitude de contempler avec un soin égal l’ensemble et les détails 

de toute chose et de tout être, ce qui me domine dans l’aspect de Lucie, c’est 

l’ensemble. Cela tient à ce qu’il m’est impossible de la regarder de sang-froid 

(MQ, p. 12; my emphasis). 

 

Émile’s view of Lucie reaffirms Sand’s commitment to a union of opposites, to 

overcoming binary ways of thinking through a consideration of the bigger picture. As 

nineteenth-century aesthetics moves ever more in the direction of the detail, the 

description Émile initially offers seems to follow the zeitgeist. Indeed, Émile even 

feels the need to apologize for providing such a detailist description, conceding to his 

father that ‘je dois t’impatienter avec mon récit qui n’avance pas!’ (MQ, p. 12). It is 

clear that such details are not what Sand wishes to focus on. As with her autobiography 

in which she offers a cursory description of herself to conform to convention but 

bemoans this very act of description, so here she signals a desire to move the novel 

beyond such descriptive tendencies. 

The portrait we are given of Lucie is, instead, furnished by letters, which place 

emphasis on her actions and her search for fulfilment through positive action. Lucie’s 

story echoes the ideas of purpose, fulfilment, and agency explored in Chapter 2. 

Having previously given serious consideration to becoming a nun, she cares for a child, 

Luciette, and this relationship prompts her to reformulate her relationship to God. As 

Godwin-Jones states, for Sand ‘God is not to be found in solitude and contemplation 

but in the active life men and women were intended to lead’.332 It is therefore 

imperative that one is able to escape the ‘passion de domination’ of the Church, which 

Lucie achieves by following the Rousseauist path Émile has also walked. As she writes 

to Émile’s father, ‘il y a au-dessus de tous les cultes un culte suprême, celui de 

l’humanité, c’est-à-dire de la vraie charité chrétienne, qui respecte jusqu’aux portes du 

tombeau, jusqu’au delà, la liberté de la conscience’ (MQ, p. 230).  

Yet the extent to which Lucie achieves this is debatable. In ascribing agency to 

Lucie we are, as Bonin has pointed out, presented with a problem. Bonin draws 

attention to a troubling element of the text from a feminist standpoint, since Lucie is 

in the end persuaded to marry Émile, renouncing her own Catholic beliefs. Obviously 
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this position is encouraged throughout the text, and while Lucie turns away from the 

confessional she holds on to her own idiosyncratic form of faith; as we have seen the 

very purpose is to provide a critique of the confessional. But despite promoting Lucie’s 

freedom to choose without the domineering influence of her confessor Moreali, what 

Lucie chooses is to conform to expected notions of womanhood in her assumption of 

the role of wife and mother. As Bonin writes, ‘the freedom of conscience that Monsieur 

Lemontier advocates for Lucie only leads to her freely (!) choosing subjugation to a 

rigidly patriarchal conception of human society’.333 This is a critique often levelled 

against Sand. Célie Merquem at the end of Mademoiselle Merquem similarly offers to 

surrender her independence as matriarch to her fishing community to live in the south 

of France with Armand; Consuelo loses her voice, her primary means of creative 

expression; and Indiana’s happiness with Ralph in their chaumière indienne on the île 

Bourbon may be free of Delmare but does not necessarily offer an image of female 

plenitude, merely displacing Indiana’s immanence. Although Margaret Fuller 

considered Sand the ‘best living prose writer’, she also wrote that ‘George Sand 

disappoints me’.334 Sand’s true subversive potential resides, rather, in her experimental 

aesthetic, and Fuller also states that ‘her descriptive talent is very great, and her poetic 

feeling exquisite’.335 It seems true to say, then, that Sand’s texts are intended to make 

us think. As Naginski has stated of Sand’s writing, ‘it is the quest for a language that 

can elevate its readers temporarily and inspire them, as they return to their daily round, 

to put the vision into action’.336 Her alternative approach to the body is an integral 

element of this language, though not in the traditional sense. Responding to Naginski’s 

assertion that loss of voice as a Sandian theme emerges from Sand’s fear of silencing, 

Dayan writes: ‘il me semble que l’on peut tout aussi bien voir dans le silence, même 

celui de la mort, une valeur positive; car il faut se taire pour que l’autre puisse 

parler’.337 The actions of Sand’s characters in the world often speak far more loudly 

(and therefore in more corporeal terms) than their words, as Indiana’s silence, her 

‘froide obéissance’ (I, p. 221), angers Delmare more than an outright rebellion would 

have, and in Francia, during the procession of Tsar Alexander I through Paris in 1814 
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after Napoleon’s defeat ‘la foule était muette’ since ‘[s]on silence fut donc sa seule 

protestation’ (Fr., pp. 1-2). 

The criticism Bonin levels against Mademoiselle La Quintinie might also arise 

from the fact that in spite of the text’s title, this is not necessarily Lucie’s story. The 

novel is somewhat hybrid: the first two thirds of the novel maintain an epistolary form, 

establishing the relationship between Lucie and Émile, but after letter XXVII the 

epistolary form breaks down. Following a series of letter fragments, a third person 

narrator takes over, and brings the novel to its conclusion. It is this final, non-epistolary 

portion of the novel that reveals the true focus of the text. Christine Planté has 

suggested that this shift in narrative style is incurred in part by Honoré Lemontier 

joining the other characters, which would render the epistolary form difficult to 

maintain, but suggests too that there is a more philosophical motivation behind the 

shift in form: ‘dans la construction narrative, il semble nécessaire d’abandonner le 

dialogue des points de vues pour imposer de façon plus univoque le triomphe d’une 

libre pensée qui ne s’impose pas à tous d’elle-même’.338 We might also suggest that 

this change in form occurs in order to bring about the confession of the confessor. 

After the epistolary exchange ceases, both Lucie and Émile become only occasionally 

present; instead we are presented with a lengthy dialogic exchange between Honoré 

Lemontier and Moreali. As Sand wrote in the preface, ‘l’Histoire de Sibylle est le 

roman d’une âme; Mademoiselle La Quintinie est l’histoire d’un prêtre, avec toute la 

rigueur de ses déductions de tous les développements que la pensée du livre comporte’ 

(MQ, p. vi). Indeed, Sand had intended to call the novel Le Roman d’un prêtre (Corr., 

XVII, p. 337), but Buloz insisted she alter her title.339 It would appear that it is 

Moreali’s story that is more fundamental to her roman à these than the love plot. 

Moreali’s confession is provoked by three letters left by Lucie’s mother, 

Blanche de Turdy. Each letter has a different addressee, and each offers insight into 

her own experience of Catholicism. Moreali, who adopted this alias and is truly l’abbé 

Fervet, was also the confessor of Lucie’s mother, with whom he developed a platonic 

love bond. Fearing what it might reveal, Moreali implores Honoré Lemontier not to 

open Blanche’s letter until he has had the opportunity to tell his story in his own terms. 
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Lemontier agrees, ‘remit la lettre de Madame La Quintinie dans le sachet, y posa son 

coude, fixa sur l’abbé ses yeux clairs et calmes, et le philosophe attendit la confession 

du prêtre’ (MQ, p. 288). This scene indicates a significant power shift. At the centre of 

Mademoiselle La Quintinie is a power struggle, and this struggle is for control of the 

logos. While Lemontier’s philosophy, one that is promoted throughout the novel, 

promotes individual subjectivity and agency, Moreali/Fervet’s establishes the 

dominatory power of the Church and its mastery of the Word. As Lucie begins to feel 

uneasy with the way the Church approaches individuals, she describes ‘un esprit de 

lucre et de domination’ (MQ, p. 100). She thus deploys the language Sand used in her 

preface, but also recalls a passage of Swedenborg’s Arcana Cœlestia which defines 

‘l’affection du lucre’ as an unspiritual desire which cannot coexist with ‘l’affection du 

vrai’.340 Moreali, meanwhile, confesses to Lucie that his beliefs have also undergone 

a fundamental shift, but in the opposite direction. Following a crisis of faith, Moreali 

became drawn to the teachings of the more hardline conservative Père Onorio, who 

believes that ‘la religion est perdue. Tout est à recommencer. Il faut la reconstituer sur 

une base inébranlable, l’orthodoxie. En fait de religion, il n’y a pas de moyen terme, 

c’est tout ou rien’ (MQ, pp. 108-109). Moreali is initially appalled by such an 

evangelical worldview, but after a reexamination of theological texts that induces only 

further crisis he submits to Onorio completely.  

It is at Onorio’s instigation that Moreali, in the manner of Molière’s Tartuffe, 

insinuates himself with Lucie’s father encouraging him to oppose Lucie’s marriage to 

Émile. With the revelation of his true identity and Lucie’s move away from 

Catholicism Moreali’s project unravels. Lucie makes one final visit to the church at 

which Onorio is preaching, but cannot bear to listen to Onorio’s words, declaring ‘ceci 

n’est plus un sermon, c’est un blasphème!’ (MQ, p. 340). As she attempts to leave, 

Moreali seeks to stop her, but not only does he fail in his objective, but the rest of the 
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L’affection du lucre est une affection terrestre, et l’affection du vrai une affection spirituelle; 

l’une ou l’autre aura la domination, personne ne peut servir deux maîtres; c’est pourquoi où 

est l’une de ces affections, l’autre n’y est point; ainsi l’affection du vrai n’est pas où est 

l’affection du lucre, et l’affection du lucre n’est pas où est l’affection du vrai; de là vient que 

si l’affection du lucre a la domination, il arrive infailliblement que ce qui agrée le plus, c’est 

que les vrais ne soient point des vrais. 

Arcanes célestes de l'Écriture sainte, ou Parole du Seigneur dévoilés, ainsi que les merveilles qui ont 

été vues dans le monde des esprits et dans le ciel des anges, trans. by Jacques-François-Étienne Le Boys 

des Guays, 16 vols (Saint-Amand: Porte, 1841-54), IX (1853), p. 183. This edition appears in the 

inventory of George and Maurice Sand’s library at Nohant (Cat., p. 76). 
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congregation are distracted by the commotion. Roused by Lucie’s conviction, they join 

her and abandon the church, leaving Onorio, who fails to notice that his congregation 

has abandoned him and continues his sermon, ‘l’écume à la bouche, la voix vibrante, 

l’œil ensanglanté’ (MQ, p. 341-42). If this text stages a power struggle for control of 

the logos, Onorio finds himself on the losing side. His words are evacuated of their 

dominatory force, and he finds himself talking into a void. The only person who 

remains is Moreali, ‘prosterné dans l’ombre’ (MQ, p. 342). The corporeality of this 

scene is striking in a novel that privileges the ideological. Not only are Moreali and 

Onorio’s words now absent from the page, but they are reduced to the foam that gathers 

around his mouth. Form without content, then, the very antithesis of the plenitude 

Sand’s aesthetic strives towards. 

Onorio seems a peculiar exception to this aesthetic, and is the only character in 

the text to be described in any substantial way. When we first meet him, we are told 

that his face was ‘commune et terne’, that his eye ‘éteint tenait assoupies des flammes 

qui s’échappaient comme des décharges de lumière électrique’, and that ‘il était vêtu 

de bure et souillé de poussière, sa peau et ses vêtements différaient peu de couleur. Il 

exhalait une odeur de terre et d’humidité’ (MQ, p. 245). While it is true that Onorio is 

the only character to make their first ‘physical’ appearance beyond the epistolary 

portion of the text, it seems ironic that the individual ostensibly imbued with the 

greatest discursive power in the novel is the one to suffer most at the hands of 

descriptive discourse. The description given of him renders him more a type than a 

multidimensional being, his religious habit almost indistinguishable from his body. 

Chapter 2 explored the life-affirming nature of Sand’s aesthetic. Onorio is presented 

as the physical manifestation of the threat to this aesthetic. The final exchange between 

Lemontier and Moreali/Fervet is onomastically anticipated since he is, as Bonin has 

also noted, the mirror image of Honoré Lemontier, onomastically as much as 

ideologically.341 Lemontier describes him as ‘un spectre, un cadavre, rien!’ (MQ, p. 

251), and the narrator refers to him as ‘ce mort’ (MQ, p. 255). Within the âme/corps 

dialectic that the novel dismantles, the concern with âme above all else leads only to a 

living death, and confession is figured as an essential tool in the religious arsenal. It 

proves fatal for Blanche de Turdy. Moreali himself concedes that those women 

brought to his confessional, of whom Blanche is one, were subjected to a power 

                                                           
341 Bonin, p. 28. 
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dynamic in which he held all the cards. As he tells Lemontier, ‘je me sentis vraiment 

fier en me sentant vraiment fort’ (MQ, p. 290). This power is framed in explicitly 

sexualized terms: ‘le souffle embrasé du confessionnal me fit sourire. Les plus belles 

femmes venaient à moi. Toutes m’aimaient, sinon avec réflexion et persistance, du 

moins avec entraînement’ (MQ, pp. 290). The relationship between Moreali/Fervet and 

Blanche unsurprisingly assumes a similarly amorous tone, and when Blanche gives 

birth to her daughter, Lucie, she tells Moreali: ‘elle est votre fille […]. Quand elle a 

été conçue dans mon sein, c’est à vous que je pensais, mon âme embrassait la vôtre’ 

(MQ, p. 306). The maintenance of the âme/corps binary has very real consequences 

for Blanche: splitting her body and soul between her husband and her confessor 

respectively induces a mental crisis and her health declines. In an emotional outcry, 

Blanche bemoans precisely the gender roles prescribed by Catholicism: 

 

Votre culte du Christ est une torture que vous nous imposez! Il est, ce Dieu-

homme, le type de l’inflexible froideur. Cloué sur sa croix, il ne regarde que le 

ciel. Sa mère pleure en vain à ses pieds, il ne l’aperçoit même pas. Vivant de 

notre vie, il n’a réellement vécu qu’avec ses disciples. Doux et miséricordieux 

avec les femmes repentantes, il n’en a chéri aucune, et son platonique amour, 

qui daignait bercer sur son cœur la blonde tête de saint Jean, ne livrait à 

Madeleine que ses pieds et le bord de sa robe. Voilà pourquoi nous nous 

prenons pour lui, nous autres dévotes, d’une passion insensée; car, je le vois 

bien, nous n’aimons que ce qui nous dédaigne et nous brise. Nos désirs exaltés 

voudraient animer ce marbre qui reste froid sous nos caresses, et posseder cette 

âme qui nous lie sans se donner, qui nous excite sans nous apaiser jamais (MQ, 

p. 305). 

 

The implications of this passage for the bodily effects of religious discourse are 

striking. The iconography – we might even say mythopoetics – of the church space 

serves a definitional purpose in terms of gender roles. Blanche identifies herself with 

these female disciples, relegated to a liminal space while homosocial interactions offer 

corporeal rewards. The impulse to ‘animer ce marbre’ might well also be taken as a 

description of Sand’s entire aesthetic which, as we saw in Chapter 2, bids to evade 

petrification.  

As he offers his own reflection on Blanche’s crisis, Moreali/Fervet identifies 

her struggle as one between the sacred and the profane: ‘vous voyez, d’après ces 

égarements, combien le profane et le sacré s’étreignaient chez Blanche dans une lutte 

fallacieuse, et combien, en croyant aimer le Sauveur, elle le matérialisait dans sa 
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pensée éperdue et troublée’ (MQ, p. 305). Blanche is therefore a victim of the 

âme/corps binary maintained by the confessional, unable to reconcile her metaphysical 

love for Christ and its physical conflation with her love for Moreali/Fervet. In this 

futile attempt to embody the metaphysical Blanche faces the struggle between 

language and corporeality; as her own complaint against the body’s place in 

Catholicism acknowledges, these bodies can be materialized, but always in faulty 

terms. Lemontier’s response to Moreali’s confession similarly concludes that it is this 

separation of body and soul that is at fault: ‘Le jour où l’Église a condamné ses lévites 

au célibat, elle a créé dans l’humanité un ordre de passions étranges, maladives, 

impossibles à satisfaire, impossibles à tolérer, souvent difficiles à comprendre’ (MQ, 

p. 315). This situation is dangerous for both confessant and confessor, and it is not just 

Lucie who breaks with the Catholic Church and rejects the notion of confession, since 

Moreali, too, after the incident during Onorio’s sermon, picks up the pen to write the 

final three letters to appear in the novel: one to Lemontier, conceding that he and Lucie 

were right to object to his worldview; one to Lucie’s father, imploring him to no longer 

stand in the way of Émile and Lucie’s marriage; and one to Onorio, sending him back 

to Rome and definitively breaking with the Church. Moreali, like Stéphen Morin in 

Mademoiselle Merquem, then departs on a journey of (self-)discovery. 

Sand’s assault on the confessional in Mademoiselle La Quintinie therefore has 

significant bodily implications. In line with the approach to what constitutes the human 

she described in her essay on spiritualism, the novel seeks a model of existence as well 

as of representation that reflects the human in all its facets. As Lemontier explains to 

Moreali, the error of Catholicism is that it promotes the image of ‘un Dieu proscripteur 

de la vie et réformateur de la nature, c’est-à-dire en guerre avec son œuvre, et défendant 

à l’homme d’être homme’ (MQ, p. 318). Within this model there is no space for agency 

or plenitude, for either Lucie or Moreali. Instead, the novel valorizes Lemontier’s 

Rousseauist model that promotes liberty in matters of both thought and emotion, 

facilitating a possible happy marriage between Émile and Lucie, one only achieved by 

resisting the urge to dominate and control. 

 

Confessing the Body 

 

In an article examining the role of the birthmark in François le Champi, Janet Beizer 

suggests that in Sand’s text bodily signs such as this do not serve the same identity-
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conferring functions as they do in other texts. A champi, an abandoned child negatively 

viewed in the locality as thieves, François is known as François la Fraise because of a 

mark on his left arm. This mark allows the curé to identify him and give him money 

sent by his mother, but this money is given on the condition that he never seek his birth 

mother’s identity. Thus, as Beizer notes, the birthmark fails to confer identity. Rather, 

it is Madeleine, the woman who has raised him and eventually becomes his lover, who 

confers identity. This leads Beizer to suggest that this novel proposes a way of reading 

‘encore autrement’, focusing not on the visual, which is linked to the patriarchal gaze, 

but to follow Madeleine’s example and listen to the body, since ‘là où tous les autres 

prennent François pour un idiot, Madeleine, à force de l’écouter véritablement, sent 

qu’ils se comprennent et que, lui, manifeste une bonté et une sagesse peu 

communes’.342 Beizer therefore proposes that we might consider ‘l’ouïe de la mère’ as 

an alternative to the ‘nom du père’, which she goes on to explain in the following 

terms:  

 

J’entends par là non pas une simple substitution du corps au logos, des sens à 

la parole, mais aussi une introduction, une initiation à la culture de la part de la 

mère au lieu du père, et qui plus est, à partir d’une invitation au lieu d’une 

interdiction. 343 

 

Theorized in this way, Beizer’s proposition has significant potential to encapsulate 

Sand’s alternative aesthetic, one critics have repeatedly noted strives to dismantle 

patriarchal mechanisms of control. However, the gendered nature of this conception 

speaks to the same contradictions raised by the motherist/fatherist split considered in 

Chapter 1 that emerges in readings of Sand’s autobiography. If the genderless 

Corambé is to be accepted as the underpinning principle of Sand’s aesthetic as this 

thesis proposes, a more neutral concept is required, and the notion of confession as 

defined above may be more appropriate. This is significant because it is not just female 

characters who demonstrate the capacity to listen. Sand’s poetics promote an altruistic 

approach to others that manifests compassion and empathy and does not discriminate, 

and this is what underpins her approach to the body that avoids where possible a visual 

model associated with the hegemonic gaze. That this gaze is often identified as ‘male’ 

                                                           
342 Janet Beizer, ‘Autonymies: François la Fraise et le nom du corps’, in George Sand: Pratiques et 

imaginaires de l’écriture, ed. by Brigitte Diaz and Isabelle Hoog Naginski (Caen: Presses universitaires 

de Caen, 2006), pp. 173-85 (pp. 183-84). 
343 Beizer, ‘Autonymies’, p. 184. 
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does not necessarily entail a ‘female’ opposite, which is why the use of the androgyne 

as an image for Sand’s poetic approach is also problematic; Corambé, which I have 

suggested is at the heart of Sand’s mythopoetics, is deliberately beyond sex, and 

Sand’s aesthetic while acknowledging sexuality does not use this as the defining 

characteristic of an individual. If the critical conundrum posed by Indiana is that the 

grammatically male narrator seems at times to judge Delmare but also demonstrates a 

misogynist attitude towards Indiana, we might well conclude that the reader is the 

intended ‘listener’, that we are the ones encouraged to read ‘encore autrement’. 

La Confession d’une jeune fille, the only Sand text to use the word ‘confession’ 

in its title, is also one of the only Sand novels to have a grammatically female narrator. 

The text relates the story of Lucienne de Valangis, a young woman born into a noble 

family but abducted as a baby and then returned to her family by the wife of the 

abductor and subsequently raised by her grandmother. Over the course of this 

confession, Lucienne seeks to overcome the question of her true identity, since the 

right to her name and property rests on whether she can prove she truly is the abducted 

Valangis child, and only once her identity is confirmed does she feel free to marry. 

From the very beginning of the novel, her body is staged as a site of problematic 

representation. Inexplicably, after she apparently falls from the carriage when she first 

goes missing, she becomes a blank in the text: ‘Mais quoi! Rien, pas d’enfant écrasé, 

pas un débris, pas un chiffon, pas une goutte de sang, pas un vestige, pas un indice sur 

ce chemin désert et muet!’ (CF, I, p. 5). What in part explains her desire to write her 

own confession is a feeling that her social identity could not be imposed from without: 

‘Je pensai que j’étais différente des autres, puisque au lieu de me dire ce que j’étais et 

ce que j’avais toujours été, on me pressait de le révéler’ (CF, I, p. 17). Thus, as Levin 

writes, Sand ‘attempts the putting together of a document that will authenticate a 

woman’s identity’.344 The focus of the novel’s complex plot is at once the possible 

suitors Lucienne encounters, and the question of her inheritance, as she fights a claim 

from Monsieur de Valangis’s second wife, Lady Woodcliffe, to inherit her family 

estate. Levin’s argument emphasises the role of the maternal, suggesting that the text 

is an exploration of mother-daughter relations to which the paternal is largely absent 

except as an arbiter of identity. The presence of the father is restricted only to his name, 

since his only physical appearance in the text is, like the bodies discussed in Chapters 

                                                           
344 Levin, p. 61. 
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1 and 2, through a portrait, but a portrait of him as a child which, Lucienne tells us, ‘ne 

me représentait rien. L’idée d’un père sous la forme d’un enfant ne peut rien inspirer 

à un enfant déjà plus âgé que le visage du portrait’ (CF, I, pp. 89-90). Moreover, the 

novel offers a literal rejection of the ‘nom du père’, since it transpires Lucienne is the 

illegitimate child of her assumed father’s first wife and a highborn Spaniard. While the 

text offers, as Levin’s analysis demonstrates, a specifically gendered manifestation of 

the confessional novel, what Levin’s examination does not acknowledge is the text’s 

own awareness of the language of the confessional, a language which it paradoxically 

rejects. Galathée Capeforte, who is in love with Lucienne’s tutor, Frumence, but 

believes Lucienne to be an obstacle, attempts to bring Lucienne to admit to her own 

desire to be with her tutor. It is not only the suggestion that Lucienne harbours feelings 

for Frumence that offends her, but also the way in which Galathée expresses herself: 

‘elle se servait d’expressions consacrées dans certain langage de confessionnal, et qui 

étaient d’une crudité révoltante’ (CF, I, p. 223). If Sand’s mythopoetics is a search for 

a representational mode that accounts for the body, Sand’s co-opting of the 

confessional is thoroughly counter-discursive. Although this text presents itself as a 

confession, Lucienne, and indeed also Frumence, are agnostic. Lucienne does state 

that ‘j’étais chrétienne’, and that Frumence was right to hide what she perceived to be 

his atheism from her, but she concedes that during her grandmother’s illness ‘je ne me 

serais pas crue damnée pour manquer aux offices, et je sentais qu’il fallait y manquer 

plutôt que de négliger le soin de ma grand’mère’ (CF, I p. 184). Later in the novel, 

when Lucienne’s governess Jennie is ill and Frumence, who has since agreed to marry 

her, mentions God in front of Lucienne, she asks if he prays to which he responds: 

‘Quand je dis Dieu, c’est pour nommer une des plus douces hypothèses que l’esprit 

humain puisse concevoir, c’est pour désigner le bien absolu dont nous portons en nous-

mêmes l’aspiration’ (CF, II, p. 260). As was the case in Mademoiselle La Quintinie, 

Sand develops an idiosyncratic conception of faith independent of organized religion. 

Lucienne spends much of the novel trying to make sense of her emotional 

response to three men: her vain and whimsical cousin Marius, Frumence, and the 

English lawyer sent by Lady Woodcliffe to handle the inheritance case, MacAllan. She 

realizes that when it comes to Marius and Frumence, what she felt was not love, but 

for MacAllan this is something different, and it is framed in quasi-medical terms. She 

writes that her feelings for MacAllan prevent her from sleeping, asking: ‘On pouvait 

donc aimer dans la vie réelle? L’amour existait donc ailleurs que dans les livres?’ (CF, 
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II, p. 116). Reflecting on the way in which Marius and Frumence had interacted with 

her compared to the language of MacAllan, she wonders if they had ever made any 

real clear gestures of affection. While Marius had called her ‘petite, noire, ébouriffée’ 

(CF, II, p. 119) and compared her to a figurine on the mantelpiece at Bellombre, it is 

only MacAllan who has deployed a language that suggests a more profound emotional 

connection. Indeed, when Lucienne first announces her intention to marry MacAllan, 

Marius feels betrayed and in an act that displays his domineering attitude incompatible 

with Lucienne’s love of her ‘indépendance si précieuse’ (CF, I, p. 242), he takes the 

figurine from the mantelpiece and ‘la brisa en mille pièces’ (CF, II, p. 175). Marius 

would eventually become engaged to Galathée Capeforte. 

In discussions of MacAllan, however, a different discourse is used. When 

describing her response to MacAllan’s conversations with her, she draws on 

phrenology: ‘Les phrénologues ont un mot barbare, l’approbativité, qui répond mieux 

qu’un autre à ce besoin d’encouragement inné dans l’homme, car c’est le premier élan 

de toute jeunesse vers la sympathie et la protection’ (CF, II, p. 120; original emphasis). 

Similarly, MacAllan’s friend, John, notes that although MacAllan has demonstrated 

interest in other women before Lucienne, including Lady Woodcliffe, his actions 

towards Lucienne are different from the others, and John’s authority in the matter rests 

on the fact that he ‘connaît ses symptômes’ (CF, II, p. 226; original emphasis). It is this 

realization of love that Lucienne sees as the essential path to an assured and fulfilled 

existence. This realization, she writes, is more than just a ‘premier trouble des sens’; 

it is something more fundamental: 

 

L’amour arrive avec ses exagérations poétiques ou ses ardentes hyperboles, et 

l’enfant d’hier entre dans la vie. Il sent sa valeur, ou il la cherche en lui-même, 

il devient un être complet, ou il aspire à le devenir. Il se sent pour la première 

fois assuré d’exister (CF, II, p. 120). 

 

After the death of Lady Woodcliffe and the revelation of Lucienne’s true ancestry, she 

is encouraged to return to Bellombre. When she enters the house in ‘cette obscurité 

profonde’ her hands are taken by a figure she cannot see. Now assured in her own 

identity, her position in the locality established, she draws on evidence to determine 

the identity of this mystery figure: 

 

Deux mains petites et douces; ce n’était donc pas celles de Frumence, mais ce 

n’était pas non plus celles d’une femme. Ce devait être celles d’Édouard… 
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Mais pourquoi tremblaient-elles? Une poitrine oppressée contenait mal une 

respiration mystérieuse. Je me sentis enveloppée de je ne sais quelles brûlantes 

émanations. Le sang bourdonna dans mes oreilles je ne sais quelles paroles 

incompréhensibles. Je crus que j’allais m’évanouir, et cependant personne 

n’avait parlé. Édouard parut, apportant une lumière. C’était bien lui, c’était 

Mac-Allan qui tenait mes mains dans les siennes (CF, II, p. 302; original 

emphasis). 

 

This passage is clearly designed in dramatic terms as a means of deferring the 

revelation of MacAllan’s return until the last possible moment. But in its antonomastic 

delaying of MacAllan’s naming recalls the opening passage of Mademoiselle La 

Quintinie (published only two years earlier), in which Émile cannot name Lucie. Here, 

however, at the end of her idiosyncratic confession Lucienne is indeed able to name 

the object of her desire. 

This mode of reading ‘encore autrement’ can therefore be traced throughout 

Sand’s oeuvre, a reading that encourages a valorization of both âme and corps. In 

Flavie, an epistolary novel first published in 1859, Sand writes the story of a conceited 

young woman as she attempts to find a husband. From her opening letter to her friend 

Robertine, Flavie introduces herself as an unusual Sandian protagonist, stating that ‘les 

personnes m’intéressent toujours plus que les pierres et les arbres, ne t’en déplaise, ma 

chère artiste’ (Fl., pp. 2-3; original emphasis). She is certainly no Consuelo, Jeanne, 

Lucie La Quintinie, or Célie Merquem. Instead, she is far more interested in the 

material. In this same letter to Robertine, she lists the qualities that attract her in 

Malcolm, the man in whom she sees marriage prospects. Aside from the kindness of 

his mother these qualities are all worldly, material, including his illustrious name and 

‘sa fortune, qui est au moins égale à la mienne, et, pour parler le langage poétique du 

siècle, je ne serais pas fâchée de doubler mon capital’ (Fl., p. 3). The usual structure 

of Sand’s texts posits at the centre of its poetic vision a protagonist (often but not 

always female) whose worldview is at odds with dominant discourse. These 

individuals are in some way different, other, and their text bares forth this otherness. 

In Flavie, Sand’s protagonist is thoroughly invested in the bourgeois ‘langage 

poétique’ of her age. Her interest in Malcolm begins to wane when she detects that he 

may not share these hegemonic values, as she writes to Robertine: ‘J’ai une peur 

affreuse que Malcolm ne soit égalitaire, philosophe socialiste ou jacobin quelconque’ 

(Fl., p. 27; original emphasis). She also fears that his amateur interest in 

lepidopterology may develop into a mania (as she witnessed in her father’s interest in 
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ornithology). Crucially, though, her only real conversation with Malcolm is the one 

form which she concludes he may well be a socialist. Flavie therefore embodies a 

failure to listen. 

This failure is one later corrected to some extent when she meets Malcolm’s 

friend and fellow lepidopterologist Émilius Villemer, who her father invites to stay 

with them for a time in order to assist his explorations of natural history. The first 

evening, Émilius declines to dine with them fearing he would bore Flavie and wishing 

not to be an inconvenience. Flavie goes with her father to convince him, and he appears 

to Flavie’s astonishment clean-shaven, writing that ‘il a l’air d’un jeune homme qui a 

pris par mégarde les habits de son grand-père’ (Fl., p. 116). After this dinner, they take 

coffee in the garden, and Flavie and Émilius’s eyes meet, and she asks him if he is 

studying her figure. He abruptly leaves, and they avoid speaking to each other the 

following day. At dinner that evening, however, she listens to Émilius’s conversation 

with her father, which does not address science, but instead covers politics, art and 

literature. She finds herself developing a new level of esteem for this ‘savant’, to the 

extent that she would suggest a marriage so that he may use her dowry to fund his 

scientific investigations. Émilius, however, considers the situation 

‘mathématiquement’ (Fl., p. 167) and determined that they could never work, since 

she could never share his interest in science and he could not stand to make her 

unhappy. Flavie’s final letter reveals she has married Émile de Voreppe, a man of 

society and member of the judiciary. But this ending does not indicate that Flavie has 

learnt nothing. In one scene during Émilius’s stay with Flavie and her father, she hears 

her dog crying out in the library and finds Émilius examining its eye with a magnifying 

glass. Flavie objects, and he turns his glass on her, looking into her eye as the hitherto 

unexplained phenomenon of vision is what now attracts his scientific attentions. The 

conclusion of his examination of Flavie’s eye seems almost ironic, since she tells 

Robertine he determined ‘que j’ai la vue courte et la pupille transparente’ (Fl., p. 144). 

Her interaction with Émilius has changed her, however, and she writes: 

 

J’avais appris d’ailleurs, déjà, en l’écoutant, que le mérite d’un homme n’est 

ni dans ses habits, ni dans ses chevaux, ni dans sa manière d’entrer dans un 

salon, ni dans aucun de ces riens dont, sans en convenir, j’étais éblouie (Fl., p. 

177). 
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By listening, then, she herself learns to listen. She even claims that Émilius was ‘le 

médecin de mon esprit malade’ (Fl., p. 176). This formulation recurs across Sand’s 

oeuvre, resurfacing in various forms in three other texts: in Teverino (1845) Sabina 

describes Léonce’s relationship to her as ‘le médecin de mon âme’ (T, p. 209); in Les 

Sept cordes de la lyre, in Albertus’s description of his relationship with Hélène he 

refers to himself as ‘le médecin de son âme’ (SC, p. 62); and in Valvèdre (1861), 

Francis states that ‘l’artiste est le médecin de l’âme’ (V, p. 132). Not only are none of 

these individuals trained in medical practice, but their respective ‘patients’ are also not 

actually ill (except in the case of Hélène). Rather, these figural doctors in turn 

encourage a figural reading of the relationship between doctor and patient in Sand’s 

texts. Sand’s reworking of the confessional encourages an engagement with the body 

that short-circuits discourses of control. Like religion, medicine is perhaps the other 

chief nineteenth-century discourse of corporeal hegemony. These figures, as neither 

priests nor doctors, draw their knowledge from elsewhere, and destabilize the 

âme/corps dialectic forming part of a Sandian trope: that of the successful healer as an 

interdisciplinary, empathetic individual capable of hearing the body, an individual we 

may well interpret as an allegory of the ideal reader. 

 

The Limits of Medical Knowledge 

 

In 1837, the Académie de Médecine sought to definitively put an end to the debates 

surrounding the theories of Franz Anton Mesmer and animal magnetism, and offered 

a prize of 3000 francs to anyone who could offer definitive proof that Mesmer’s 

theories were verifiable. In what has since become known as l’Affaire Pigeaire, Doctor 

Pigeaire submitted his daughter Léonide, whom he magnetized, blindfolded, and 

placed in a trance. Pigeaire’s proposition was that by running her fingers along a pane 

of glass placed against a book, his daughter was able to read the book in question. 

Although Pigeaire’s demonstrations were deemed to be fraudulent by the awarding 

committee, he held eleven salons in Paris in advance of the official demonstration in 

order to lend his enterprise a greater sense of legitimacy and to promote his own 

theories.345 Sand attended two of these salons with her friend Carlotta Marliani, no 

                                                           
345 The planned official demonstration never took place; the assessors had witnessed two of these 

informal salons and already determined that Pigeaire’s daughter could see through the blindfold. For a 
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doubt invited because of her celebrity status, and may well only have attended either 

as a favour to her friend Doctor Gaubert, or because of the anticipation the salons had 

already generated. Beyond indicating Sand’s general interest in medical debates, 

however, this particular case is pertinent because of its direct relation to both body and 

to text. This is perhaps an overreading, but this case seems to indicate an interest on 

Sand’s part as early as 1837 in different forms of bodily knowledge, a way to, 

precisely, ‘lire autrement’. Irrespective of what motivated Sand’s attendance at 

Pigeaire’s salons, this case encourages a reading of Sand’s texts that attends to medical 

modes of understanding. 

In her autobiography, Sand describes her interest in anatomy nurtured under 

the influence of Deschartres, much to the chagrin of her grandmother, and she even 

recalls administering medical attention to the people of Nohant. As she writes, ‘toute 

ma vie, j’ai pu soigner des maladies réputées contagieuses, et de pauvres galeux dont 

personne n’osait approcher, sans que j’aie attrapé un bouton’ (OA, I, p. 588). Several 

of Sand’s friends were doctors, a connection reinforced in a letter she wrote to her 

mother-in-law, the baronne Dudevant, in May 1826, in which she states that she has 

come under the tutelage of local physician Charles Delaveau: ‘C’est lui qui ordonne et 

consulte, c’est moi qui prepare les drogues, qui pose les sangsues, etc. Nous avons déjà 

opéré des cures fort heureuses’ (Corr., I, p. 333). Such experience proves useful when 

Sand travels to Majorca with the unwell Chopin: while she concedes she knows little 

of pure medicine she has developed an ‘instinct’ after having taken care of ‘beaucoup 

de malades’ (OA, II, p. 1161). In her biography of Sand, Jack describes Sand as being 

‘somewhat hypochondriacal’, and points out that ‘the relationship between health and 

happiness would […] remain a lifelong interest’.346 In a similar vein, Marie-Claude 

Schapira has written that ‘l’omniprésence et l’omnipotence de la douleur parasitent les 

écrits sandiens’.347 Illness and death are certainly recurrent Sandian themes, as we have 

seen in the preceding chapters. What has gone largely uncommented, however, is 

Sand’s depiction of medical professionals in her literary texts. As representatives of 

this scientific discourse, whose power over bodily perception cannot be understated, 
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the way these figures appear in Sand’s texts is significant for the matter at hand, since 

it allows us to further elucidate Sand’s approach to the body as counter-discourse. If, 

as Christina de Bellaigue has shown, Sand demonstrates a considerable amount of faith 

in medical professionals (until 1846, at least), this does not necessarily bear itself out 

in her literary texts.348 For instance, Sand gives a less than favourable opinion of a 

doctor summoned to treat Chopin in Majorca, who declared that there was absolutely 

nothing wrong with him and charged them forty-five francs for the privilege. Sand and 

Chopin gave this doctor the epithet Malvavisco ‘à cause de sa prescription unique’ 

(OA, II, p. 1067).  

This accusation rings true for the fictional doctors that appear across Sand’s 

oeuvre. In La Confession d’une jeune fille, Lucienne offers a particularly unfavourable 

opinion of the local doctor Reppe, who she tells us: 

 

N’était pas mauvais médecin, en ce sens qu’il ne croyait pas à la médecine, et 

que, se dispensant de toute étude inutile, il n’ordonnait presque jamais rien à 

ses malades. Il n’avait aucune méchanceté réfléchie et aucune affection bien 

marquée, à moins que ce ne fût pour la petite Capeforte, qu’il traitait comme 

sa fille, et qui l’était peut-être (CF, II, pp. 88-89).  

 

While Reppe is a minor character in the novel, and the only character he is required to 

attend to is Lucienne’s mother, whose old age suggests her death is not ascribable to 

Reppe’s own malpractice, he is frequently invoked as a poor doctor. MacAllan 

describes him as a man ‘sans caractère et sans consistance’ (CF, II, p. 113), and when 

it is suggested that  Reppe will buy Bellombre for Galathée, his potentially illegitimate 

daughter, Barthez retorts that ‘il n’a pas encore tué assez de malades pour enchérir sur 

la mise à prix qu’un de mes clients me charge d’établir’ (CF, II, p. 288). Reppe is a 

comic foil, to be sure, but one that speaks to a wider negative perception of medical 

practitioners. 

A similar perception can be seen in Lélia. When Lélia suffers from cholera in 

the first part of the novel she is attended by the doctor Kreyssneifetter. Just as the death 

scene of Madame Bovary pits the representatives of competing discourses against one 

another in a debate over the meaning of bodily experience, a similar debate occurs in 

Lélia as the characters assembled around Lélia’s suffering body discuss treatment, 
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though with one crucial additional dimension: Sand’s version of this debate extends 

beyond religion and science to include art, whose representative here is the tortured 

poet Sténio. We might suggest Emma Bovary as the proponent of the artistic approach 

in Flaubert’s text, but the moral of Emma’s story is that such an approach is futile, 

even dangerous, and directly contributes to her death. In Lélia, this is transposed onto 

Sténio, whose projection of masculine paradigms also fails to capture Lélia, who 

herself presents an enigma beyond the comprehension of any one of these approaches. 

In fact, Lélia herself appears more attuned to each of them, presenting a calm and level-

headed demeanour, a ‘sang-froid caustique’ (L, p. 62), in the presence of these bereft 

and (in the case of Magnus at least) hysterical men. Science, religion, and art are all 

discourses in the service of the dominant order, discourses largely closed off to 

women. Lélia’s intelligence, alternative worldview and idiosyncratic faith instead 

suggest that an entirely new discursive system is required in order to accommodate for 

her own bodily experience. 

This scene has another significant intertextual referent, one noted by Pierre 

Reboul, who suggests that by giving her doctor the name Kreyssneifetter, Sand is 

drawing on Balzac’s Heineffettermach of La Peau de chagrin. In fact Reboul has 

misremembered Heineffettermach’s function, who is not a doctor in Balzac’s text, but 

a writer mentioned only in passing (L, p. 61 n. 2).349 The phonetic resemblance 

between the two names is nonetheless striking, and Sand was certainly well acquainted 

with Balzac’s text, describing in an essay on Balzac that provided the preface to the 

1853 re-edition of La Comédie humaine that Balzac would read his drafts to Sand after 

they met in 1831, including La Peau de chagrin.350 Moreover, the role served by 

Sand’s Kreyssneifetter does bear a resemblance to the four doctors who do attend to 

Raphaël de Valentin in Balzac’s novel. Brisset, Caméristus and Maugredie are all 

fictionalized versions of real medical professionals (François-Joseph-Victor 

Broussais, Joseph Récamier and François Magendie respectively), and together with 

Bianchon, the doctor of La Comédie humaine, each approaches Valentin’s illness from 

differing medical perspectives. As Bianchon summarizes, ‘Caméristus sent, Brisset 
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examine, Maugredie doute’.351 But four heads really are no better than one: Raphaël 

overhears their debate which arrives at no conclusion, while Bianchon tries to claim 

that they are ‘tombés d’accord’, and prescribes that Raphaël ‘tâche donc de vivre 

sagement, essaie d’un voyage en Savoie’.352 The entire scene appears constructed in 

order to examine the futility of the medical approach. Bianchon’s later assessment of 

Raphaël’s condition to Pauline is even darkly comedic: ‘“les chances de vie et de mort 

sont égales. Je n’y comprends rien,” répondit le médecin en laissant échapper un geste 

de doute’.353 As Donaldson-Evans has noted, these doctors barely appear to intend to 

cure him at all, and instead seem ‘more interested in diagnosis’.354 When Lélia is 

suffering from cholera, Kreyssneifetter responds similarly to Sténio’s imploration to 

treat her. In response to Sténio’s question – ‘que conseillerez-vous, selon votre 

conscience?’ – the ‘joli’ doctor replies: ‘Ma conscience m’ordonne de ne rien ordonner 

du tout, et de ne me mêler en rien de cette maladie’ (L, pp. 62-63). Far from suggesting 

the wisdom of the medical profession, both Balzac and Sand in these novels bring the 

capacity of medicine to comprehend the modern experience into question, a view Sand 

also voiced in a letter to Charles Poncy, in which she states that ‘la médecine est 

empyrique [sic] et détruit plus de santés que les maladies naturelles’ (Corr., VII, p. 

454). 

Jeanne offers a similar challenge to medical understanding. Although not 

misdiagnosed per se, the doctor who treats Jeanne after her ordeal in the tower of 

Montbrat expects that Jeanne’s death will be agonizing. He clears the room of those 

who are of a less stable countenance (Marie, Guillaume, Claudie, and Cadet), retaining 

only Arthur at Jeanne’s bedside, and warns ‘apprêtez-vous à un peu de courage. Ces 

fins-là sont violentes et affreuses’ (J, p. 306). But, we are told, ‘le docteur s’était 

trompé. La fin de Jeanne devait être aussi douce et aussi résignée que sa vie’ (J, p. 

307). Jeanne’s exceptionality has been emphasized throughout the novel but it extends 

here to a defiance of medical logic. We are presented with two possible explanations, 

furnished by Jeanne’s friend Claudie, who explains to the doctor: ‘il y a du monde qui 

ne se plaint pas. Jeanne est de ceux qui ne disent jamais rien. Vous savez! On ne peut 

jamais dire si ils souffrent ou s’ils ne sentent pas leur mal’ (J, p. 299). This statement 
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is significant for two reasons. First, that it is Claudie who must offer this explanation 

to the doctor. Claudie is of peasant stock like Jeanne, and was herself seduced by Léon. 

The rest of the assembled group, Marie, Guillaume, Arthur, and the doctor, all belong 

to a different class and therefore bring to bear their own prejudices, their habitus, to 

borrow Bourdieu’s term; that it is Claudie who offers this piece of wisdom functions 

as an important albeit hidden statement on perceptions of class that is, en abyme, the 

very subject of this text. In terms of the matter at hand, however, Claudie’s statement 

also confirms Susan Sontag’s suggestion in Illness as Metaphor that patients often hide 

their symptoms,355 while at the same time implying the possibility that Jeanne is a 

being of an entirely different order, one who does not feel the effects of illness in the 

same way. Such a suggestion is reinforced moments later, when Marie ponders 

Claudie’s words and thinks that Jeanne ‘était de la nature des anges, qui ne sentent 

d’autres douleurs que la pitié pour les hommes’ (J, p. 305).  

Hannah Thompson has suggested that illness is a manifestation in Sand’s texts 

of desire, and usually desire that is taboo.356 This we can see in Indiana, and also La 

Petite Fadette, in which Sylvinet’s illness has been considered as a bodily 

manifestation of his queer desire for his twin brother Landry.357 It is certainly true that 

while Landry grows to embody a dominant, heteronormative conception of 

masculinity, Sylvinet is frequently associated with the maternal realm. He often 

appears ‘triste et pâle’ (PF, p. 163), and although he does grow, ‘il resta assez délicat 

et mince de sa personne’ (PF, p. 164). This paleness can be seen as a physical 

manifestation of his divergent sexual desire, since Kerlouégan’s analysis of the body 

in Romantic texts concludes that pâleur is an indicator ‘sinon d’une sexualité malade, 

du moins d’un manque d’activité sexuelle’.358 Whatever its origins, Sylvinet’s illness, 

like those of Lélia, Jeanne and Indiana, is misunderstood by doctors. When his mother 

consults medical practitioners they all offer different and conflicting treatments, all of 

which involve bodily action, be it drinking a certain fluid, or being put to work (PF, 

p. 164). Only Fadette, a local girl rumoured to be a witch whom Landry will marry, is 

truly able to reanimate him, and her treatment is radically different from those offered 

by the doctors, instead resembling the psychoanalytic talking cure that would emerge 
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at the end of the nineteenth century. Fadette is raised by her grandmother, the local 

sage-femme, who, as Jules Michelet would tell us in his 1862 examination of the figure 

of the witch, evolved from the witch, and retained such associations into the nineteenth 

century.359 Ione Crummy has proposed that Michelet’s text was itself heavily 

influenced by Sand’s depictions of sages-femmes in Jeanne and La Petite Fadette, with 

Jeanne embodying Michelet’s sibyl, the prophetess, and Fadette the witch and 

healer.360 The connection between witchcraft and healing, however, is a negative one, 

denying status and condemning to otherness those to whom such a status is attached. 

As Vincent Robert has demonstrated, since these healers were a last resort once able 

to heal the presumed incurable they are both valorized as a potential source of 

knowledge but demonized by this knowledge.361 Just as death represents the 

unfathomable, this access to knowledge seemingly beyond the reach of science incites 

fear and is to be vilified. 

It is significant, then, that doctors elsewhere in Sand’s oeuvre are depicted so 

negatively. Bellaigue hypothesizes that by valorizing Fadette’s abilities, Sand ‘may 

have been reflecting her own ambivalence about the response of professionalized 

medicine to the female body’.362 Those women endowed with connaissance, as it is 

repeatedly referred to in Jeanne, or the secret in the case of La Petite Fadette, tend to 

be valorized above all, suggesting a promotion of traditional folk remedies over the 

science of established medical professionals. Lawrence Rothfield has examined the 

interconnections between medical discourses and literary representation in the 

nineteenth-century novel, and in his analysis he offers an analogy that aligns the 

methods of Realism with clinical medicine and those of Naturalism with experimental 

medicine.363 It is tempting to add to this taxonomy that Sand’s poetic approach is 

aligned with the sage-femme, the country healer who draws on her experience and 

knowledge of nature to find alternative remedies. But there is a danger here, as with 

any schematic categorization of Sand’s varied and experimental output. Shortly after 
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Sand’s death in 1876, Émile Zola penned an article in which he frames her aesthetic 

in medical terms. Pitting Sand’s ‘formule idéaliste’ against Balzac’s ‘formule réaliste’, 

he joyfully announces the passing of Sand’s poetic mode in favour of his own naturalist 

school that emerged from realism. While Zola lauds Balzac’s scientific, objective 

approach, comparing him to an ‘anatomiste’, his primary complaint levelled against 

Sand is that she attempted to intervene in the maladies of her age: ‘elle n’a rien de 

révolutionnaire, littérairement parlant. Elle observe plutôt pour guérir que pour 

constater […]. Son continuel désir a été d’être guérisseur, un ouvrier du progrès, 

l’apôtre d’une nouvelle vie de béatitude’.364 The American literary critic Margaret 

Fuller adopted a similar metaphor to describe Sand, but with a significantly more 

positive inflection: ‘To her own country, Sand is a boon precious and prized [...]. She 

has dared to probe its festering wounds; and if they be not past all surgery, she is one 

who, most of any, helps towards a cure’.365 Fuller’s praise in particular was reserved 

for Consuelo and Les Sept cordes de la lyre, two novels that positively depict figures 

endowed with medical knowledge beyond the provincial sage-femme. The enigmatic 

Albert de Rudolstadt, for instance, is described by Consuelo as ‘aussi grand médecin 

que grand musicien’ (CR, p. 82), and Albertus is positively valorized as the ‘médecin’ 

of Hélène’s soul. They join Fadette among the ranks of a select few individuals who 

destabilize the use of medical knowledge as a means of domination. When Anthime 

of La Ville Noire is summoned to care for the elderly Audebert his medical prowess is 

never questioned, and he even functions as a potential love interest for Tonine 

Gaucher. In fact he actively manages to change the opinion of medicine held by the 

elderly of the Ville noire, significantly by treating the poor ‘gratis’ (VN, p. 169), and 

at the end of the novel he settles in the lowly Ville noire despite his bourgeois origins 

and marries into the community. Finally, Bellac of Mademoiselle Merquem is a ‘vieux 

savant’ under whose tutelage Célie Merquem has grown to become a wise, 

independent and generous matriarch to the local fishing community. Although 

bourgeois gossip suggests the locals view him as some form of ‘sorcier’ (MM, p. 35), 

over the course of the text he is valorized as a source of wisdom, especially in medical 
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matters: during Montroger’s illness it is Bellac who ‘aida le médecin hésitant à se 

rendre maître de l’accès’ (MM, p. 269). Annabelle Rea has argued that Sand’s healers 

fall into two categories, the ‘good’ healer and the ‘bad’ healer, with the former usually 

‘superior individuals’.366 This is certainly true. But what I wish to emphasize here is 

that this ‘superiority’ privileges a particular approach to the body. What these 

examples share is an approach to both scientific knowledge and the body that 

demonstrates a generosity of spirit and is far removed from ideas of petrification and 

diagnosis that pervade the realist corpus and are exemplified in Sand’s texts by figures 

like Kreyssneifetter. Following the moral of her fairy tale Histoire du véritable 

Gribouille, Sand is not interested in the pursuit of knowledge for the sake of 

knowledge, as a means of accumulating power and wealth. If, as Rothfield suggests, 

the relationship between doctor and patient ‘stands as an emblem for the less manifest 

and more fundamental relationship between writer and text’,367 then in Sand’s 

conception the relationship between author and subject depends on a form of empathy, 

a means of reading ‘encore autrement’. The veil of Isis is a mythic construct, it exists 

to represent a masculine attempt to penetrate to the depths of knowledge for the wrong 

reasons, an endeavour that is doomed to failure, with the impossibility of lifting that 

veil standing as a symbol for that failure. 

The diagnostic processes of the doctor Faure in Francia make the importance 

of this empathetic approach clear. The text revolves around what Powell has described 

as a ‘conflit bien cornélien’ between a marquise and a young orphan for the love of a 

Russian soldier.368 The novel revolves around a courtesan, Francia, and a Russian 

prince, Diomède Mourzakine, who had saved her during Napoleon’s Russian 

campaign and found her again by chance in Paris after Napoleon’s initial defeat. 

Mourzakine falls for Francia, but their happiness is threatened by the Mourzakine’s 

distant cousin, the Marquise de Thièvre, and Mourzakine’s uncle, count Ogokskoï. 

Envious of the attention Mourzakine is paying to Francia, the Marquise tells her that 

he was responsible for the death of Francia’s mother during the war. This causes 

Francia to become ill, and Faure is first summoned to attend to her. Initially Francia 
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tries to tell him that ‘ce n’est rien’, and Mourzakine’s valet echoes this opinion, stating 

that ‘elle déraisonne’, but Faure insists that he examine Francia alone, allowing the 

patient to speak for herself (Fr., p. 151). Faure’s examination proceeds from taking 

her pulse, to offering her water and calming her, then to asking her ‘avec ordre, 

laconisme et douceur’ (Fr., p. 152) the tale of how she came to be under Mourzakine’s 

care. ‘Au bout de dix minutes’, we are told, ‘il savait toute la vie de Francia, et se 

rendait un compte exact de sa situation’ (Fr., p. 152). Faure’s interpretation of the 

situation is indeed precise, and he suggests that Francia has been deceived by a rival, 

and that the best way to proceed is for her to leave. Through an empathetic model that 

considers both body and mind, Faure is able to understand the nature of Francia’s 

illness. 

Francia fails to heed her doctor’s advice, remaining with Mourzakine, with 

whom she visits the Théâtre Feydeau. It is here that Mourzakine’s uncle Ogokskoï first 

sees Francia and concocts a scheme to claim her for himself. He sends Mourzakine to 

the Marquise’s box, and when Francia complains of an oncoming migraine he secretly 

dismisses Mourzakine’s valet, who is waiting with a carriage, and tells Francia that 

Mourzakine is with Thièvre, leaving Francia with little choice but to leave with him. 

Unlike Faure, Ogokskoï projects onto Francia what he wants to see, and misinterprets 

her silent shame, believing that ‘elle mourait d’envie’ to accept his invitation to dinner 

(Fr., p. 189). She manages to escape and, distraught, sneaks in to Mourzakine’s 

residence to ascertain the truth of her mother’s death, with the intention to kill herself 

with the knife Mourzakine had given her for protection. However, overcome by ‘un 

transport d’indignation’ (Fr., p. 211) and unconscious of her actions, she kills him in 

his sleep. It is at this point in the narrative that Faure reappears to examine 

Mourzakine’s body. The police do not suspect Francia; she managed to enter and leave 

the house without leaving a trace, and a verdict of suicide is given. The text therefore 

recalls the difficulty that Brooks assigns to the ‘epistemophilic’ project of reading the 

body.369 Despite Francia’s body providing the impetus for the narrative’s dénouement, 

the quite literal attempt to detect its traces on the part of the authorities finds nothing, 

an aporia. Faure is the only one to correctly identify Francia as the culprit, recalling 

her ‘regard profondément navré’ (Fr., p. 219). Faure, unlike the other men who attempt 

to read Francia’s body, is a good reader precisely because he goes beyond the trappings 
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of the corporeal, embracing a more confessional model. Indeed, rather than reveal his 

suspicions to the police, he deems her ‘une victime de la fatalité’ (Fr., p. 219), and 

resolves to find her. His concern is first and foremost for the wellbeing of his patient. 

An unnamed doctor had already visited and deemed her beyond saving, but although 

Faure’s method of treatment is not disclosed, we are told that in ‘peu de jours’, Francia 

is out of danger (Fr., p. 221). He evens obtains for her a position as a washerwoman 

at the Saint-Louis hospital once she is fully cured. It is true that Francia does die at the 

end of the text in one of those rare instances in a Sand text of a named infectious 

disease,370 but her death from consumption comes swiftly and her passing is serene: 

‘elle respire fortement comme une personne qui se sent guérie: c’était le dernier 

souffle’ (Fr., p. 231). The unnamed disease, however, that Faure is able to help Francia 

overcome, suggests models of corporeal understanding that consider the object under 

scrutiny on its own terms. It also provides an important counter-discourse to the 

prevailing hysterical narrative linked to deviant or defective female libido in the 

nineteenth century. Rather, the men in positions of power who give in to desire and 

are driven by it are depicted negatively. Francia, meanwhile, is able to overcome her 

ordeal and goes unpunished by the forces of patriarchal order, with Faure’s model 

valorized as a progressive and successful mode of perception. 

While Sand’s detractors might wish us to believe that her depiction of illness 

is a sentimental whim, an extension of that old Romantic cliché that in literature one 

really can die from a broken heart, my reading of Sand’s texts suggests a much more 

fundamental purpose: it remains a plot device to be sure, but one designed to elicit 

admiration and understanding on the part of the reader. Indeed, in Mademoiselle 

Merquem Sand hints at this other purpose. As Célie Merquem and her spurned admirer 

Montroger both suffer physical manifestations of their emotional turmoil, Armand, the 

text’s narrator, bemoans the power of illness. But there is a self-reflexive irony to his 

complaint: 

 

Quelle foudroyante puissance que celle de la maladie! Dans les romans de 

convention et dans les scènes de théâtre, l’amour et la joie font le prodige de 

chasser l’implacable étreinte du délire ou de la stupeur; mais dans la réalité 
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combien le dévouement le plus ardent arrache peu de miracles à l’impitoyable 

destinée! (MM, p. 291). 

 

Perhaps Sand is trying to deceive the reader to a certain extent, convince us that we 

cannot be sure of a happy ending, to dissemble the novel’s conclusion in which Célie 

and Armand marry and live together in the utopian fishing community of la Canielle. 

My contention however is that Sand’s use of illness forms an integral element of her 

bodily poetics, one that seeks to stir the emotions of the reader and short-circuit the 

petrifying, flattening discourse that is the overwhelmingly detailed language of 

realism. The specific contours of Sandian bodies may be difficult to define, but this is 

precisely what enables those bodies she represents to destabilize traditional paradigms. 

 

Conclusion: Living out Loud 

 

It is no accident that Chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis, those chapters that considered 

bodies qua bodies within a more realist, and perhaps even fetishist framework, dealt 

with Sand’s depictions of death and dead bodies. If Brooks has posited Freud’s death 

drive as the nineteenth-century masterplot, it is within this context that Sand’s texts 

appear thoroughly counter-discursive. Perhaps the most mythic element of Sand’s 

poetics is its life-giving force, its plenitude. It is in this context, too, that we can 

understand Sand’s interest in catalepsy. The return from death offers a useful way of 

conceiving Sand’s narrative transcendence. Sand’s characters frequently die, appear 

to have died, or make an attempt at death only to survive at least long enough for their 

story to be fully told, for their body to be heard, as we see in Francia’s recovery aided 

by doctor Faure, Indiana’s survival after jumping into the Gorge de Bernica, Jeanne’s 

delayed death after her jump from the Tour de Montbrat, or the catalepsy of Wanda 

and Albert de Rudolstadt. 

 Brooks, as demonstrated at the start of this chapter, has also exposed the human 

imperative to confess. Confession, according to Brooks, is ingrained in cultures 

influenced both by the Catholic tradition and beyond. It is, Brooks demonstrates, 

integral to notions of both responsibility and authenticity. Through an examination of 

Sand’s negotiations of religious and medical approaches to the body, I have shown 

that she also embraced this confessional model, but rejected the requirement for the 

confessor (literally in the context of the Church, figuratively in the context of 

medicine) to be male. If her mythopoetics is, as I have argued, interested to interrogate 
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the possibilities of agency, the confessional model is integral to this aesthetic. Sand’s 

texs, according to me reading, experiment with new forms of bodily understanding 

that not only observe and diagnose, but also listen. 

Returning one final time to Flavie, after he leaves Flavie, in a move established 

as typical of the Sandian novel, Émilius writes in a letter to Malcolm that he hopes to 

journey to Rome to expand his scientific knowledge. But in this letter he offers a 

reflection on what constitutes a thorough, well-rounded understanding of human 

experience: 

 

Je ne dis rien contre les branches de la science qui m’ont absorbé jusqu’à 

présent; tout chemin conduit à Rome. Je ne dis rien contre l’anatomie. Il faut 

commencer par là; mais celui qui s’y arrête, se dissèque lui-même et fait de son 

cerveau une boîte vide. C’est sur l’être vivant qu’il faut observer les 

phénomènes de la vie (Fl., p. 138). 

 

Émilius may well mean this in a purely scientific context, but the novel is precisely 

about Flavie’s myopic inability to see beyond the material, beyond appearances, and 

to appreciate the marvel to be found in nature. What Émilius provides, then, is a 

reflection of Sand’s literary aesthetic, one that brings together both spiritual and 

scientific models in an interdisciplinary move that seeks not to dominate and control 

but projects outwards, encouraging us to listen to the body in all its multifaceted nature 

and thereby grant it content. This chapter has demonstrated that Sand’s texts critique 

the aspects of religious and medical discourse that constrain female agency and fail to 

account for the body in all its plenitude. The body according to Sand cannot be 

thoroughly captured through a poetics that acknowledges only for the surface, through 

those details available to descriptive language but which do not usher forth a sense of 

vitality. In seeking a language that does not close off the body, dooming it to an 

unsatisfactory immanence, we can say that Sand truly sought to represent bodies that 

live out loud. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

La forme humaine est une occultation. Elle masque le vrai visage divin qui est l’idée. 

George Sand était une idée; elle est hors de la chair, la voilà libre; elle est morte,  

la voilà vivante. 

Victor Hugo371 

As a writer, George Sand is traditionally one seen to be concerned with the sentimental, 

the ideal, the sublime. Such a conception of her work is intrinsically related to her 

gender and to her feminism. As a woman writer, Sand could not possibly follow the 

realist line, which Terdiman tells us involved an attempt to counter-discursively 

subvert dominant codes. The nineteenth century offered so few rights to women that 

they could hardly be considered sufficiently embedded within this dominant order to 

begin with, in order to effect such a subversion. Instead, scholarship has focused on 

the ways in which Sand’s texts hide the body, deploy tactics that seek to evade the 

masculine, petrifying gaze of the realist hero. Émile Zola’s necrological remarks 

enshrine such a perception: ‘[Sand] était de nature poétique, ne pouvait marcher 

longtemps à terre, s’envolait au moindre souffle de l’inspiration. De là l’étrange réalité 

qu’elle a rêvée’.372 My thesis suggests we should be suspicious of such suggestions. 

Indeed, it is notable that Zola enacts here the same aerial imagery to describe Sand as 

we saw in Chapter 3, where Sand exposed the aerial dream as a masculine fantasy. The 

body is, in fact, as much the driving force of Sand’s texts, though presented in other 

terms. After all, at the centre of most of her novels is a love plot, be it an unhappy 

marriage or two individuals who must overcome a social obstacle. This is a crucial, 

defining element, Cohen suggests, of the sentimental social novel, which ‘generates 

its narrative from an initial conflict between collective obligation and freedom’.373 Yet 

Sand’s output is substantially more varied than the paradigmatic sentimental plot 

structure allows. While many of the novels analysed in this thesis seem to confirm 

Cohen’s view of Sand as the foremost sentimental writer, texts like Flavie present the 

need for a more capacious approach to Sand’s oeuvre, one that does not seek to 

compartmentalize it in the way literary history has long encouraged us to do. A 

fundamental aim of this thesis has been to read Sand’s works for their own merits, 

                                                           
371 Victor Hugo, Actes et paroles III: depuis l’exil, 1870-1876 (Paris: Lévy, 1876), p. 302. 
372 Zola, Œuvres complètes, X, p. 278. 
373 Cohen, p. 126. 
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following Naginski’s suggestion that scholarship investigate Sand’s ‘vie 

intellectuelle’.374 Naginski’s text revealed Sand’s philosophical and religious 

engagement in her novels of the 1840s, and the work of Mathias explored Sand’s 

scientific eye.375 But despite the body being at the core of metaphysical and scientific 

exploration in the nineteenth century these studies generally leave the body out of their 

analyses. This thesis has therefore focused on the body as a means of detailing Sand’s 

epistemological concerns, concerns that she shared with her contemporaries both male 

and female. Such an analysis has additionally enabled a rethinking of Sand’s aesthetic 

practices, suggesting that she need not be considered apart from those we have come 

to call ‘realist’ but instead can productively be read alongside them, providing 

important reflections on the central questions of her age. By suggesting that Sand’s 

works can, in fact, be seen to be counter-discursive as Terdiman argues those of 

Flaubert and Mallarmé can, I do not wish to detract from her originality but to reinforce 

her relevance to discussions of the nineteenth century. Nor, indeed, do I wish to attach 

yet another category to understandings of Sand’s aesthetics. Mythopoetics, as a term, 

I have borrowed from Fromet de Rosnay’s analyses of Mallarmé. As a mythopoetic 

reading of Sand’s works has revealed, the idea of a mythopoetics has the potential to 

provide productive readings of nineteenth-century texts across both gender and genre, 

dissolving the troublesome categories by which the literature of the period has 

previously been defined, and that have confined Sand to the peripheries of the canon.  

 It is for precisely this reason that the work of Brooks has provided springboards 

for each chapter. Sand’s texts engage with the various paradigms Brooks elaborates 

(the body and the body subject to desire as the impetus for narrative; the death drive 

as a nineteenth-century masterplot; and the human imperative to confess), but offer 

distinct and indeed ethical approaches to each. Sand’s reframing of bodily discourse 

allows instead for models that account for female agency. 

 

Sand and Idealism 

 

A focus on the body has also subjected Schor’s view of Sand’s novels as idealist to 

substantial revision. While Schor’s argument accounts for the metaphysical and figural 
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Conclusion 

178 

 

in Sand’s texts, this exists only in conflict with realism. Although Schor presents Sand 

as a figure worthy of examination because of her politically charged aesthetic and the 

particularly gendered dimension of her texts, Schor concedes that reading Sand is not 

an experience she has necessarily enjoyed. At the end of her study on Sand’s idealism, 

she reflects: ‘At best my attitude toward much of the material discussed in these pages 

can be described as ambivalent’.376 She does qualify this statement to say that she 

found pleasure in reading Sand’s earlier works, but the later texts offer her little 

jouissance. It is therefore no accident that my own analysis of Sand’s output has often 

privileged these later texts, through which we have seen Sand engaging with a range 

of intellectual strands of the nineteenth century, whether religious, medical, or artistic. 

It is also in these later (less ‘Balzacian’, as Schor describes them) texts that Sand more 

clearly forges her own path, and reveals a more substantial engagement with the 

corporeal that amounts to a syncretic and idiosyncratic response to the developments 

of the age. Schor’s description of Sand as anti-fetishist implies that the body where it 

appears in Sand’s texts serves to destabilize the notion of the male gaze. Sand wishes 

to encourage an appreciation of the body’s wholeness, its mystery, its changeability, 

its frailty, and its unpredictability. 

This later period of Sand’s production, of course, coincided with the rise of 

naturalism which, as we have seen, was positioned by Zola in complete opposition to 

Sand’s oeuvre. It is certainly true that Zola and Sand provide wildly different 

depictions of corporeality. But Susan Harrow’s analysis of the Zolian body as 

thoroughly proto-modern demonstrates that even in Zola’s case, the categories we use 

to speak of nineteenth-century literature are overly programmatic. For Harrow, the 

Realist-Naturalist aesthetic is one that presents the body as lisible, in Barthes’s terms. 

The modern body, however, is scriptible.377 Harrow’s reading of Zola’s texts 

postulates that by reading him forward, by considering his texts in close relation to 

modern theory and narrative with close attention to the corporeal, a new aspect of 

Zola’s aesthetic emerges, one more closely aligned with Barthes’s notion of the 

scriptible. Such a reading rests on Harrow’s assertion that in the Rougon-Macquart 

series, ‘in unexpectedly proto-modernist and abstractive ways, the body at times resists 

representation, and the narrative instance fills with a dual sense of representational 
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377 See Susan Harrow, Zola, the Body Modern: Pressures and Prospects of Representation (Oxford: 

Legenda, 2010), p. 3, and Roland Barthes, S/Z (Paris: Seuil, 1970), p. 10. 
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limitation and of poetic limitlessness’.378 While the respective projects of Sand and 

Zola bear little resemblance to each other, there is an uncanny similarity between the 

conclusion Harrow draws about the corporeal chez Zola and the ways in which I have 

argued Sand broaches the subject of the somatic. The combination of representational 

limitation and poetic limitlessness recalls the singular Corambé, the figure at the heart 

of the Sand’s mythopoetics, who, as we saw in Chapter 1, appears before Sand in 

endlessly changing forms and yet is also formless, and beyond the descriptive powers 

of language. If we can accept Corambé as Sand’s muse, we might hazard that the 

myriad bodies to which Sand gives life in her texts are different manifestations of that 

same, early poetic impulse. Indeed, if Chapter 2 described a locomotive process that 

sought to evade capture through a disruption of processes of framing – in other words, 

a sense of poetic limitlessness – then Chapter 3 explored the reverse, the limitations of 

representation examined through Sand’s negotiation of the aerial tendencies of 

nineteenth-century art. 

It is in the final chapter of this thesis, then, that Sand’s method of relaying 

bodily experience comes to the fore, through her exhortation not to read the body 

(recall Barthes’s lisibilité), but through an alternative model that seeks to account for 

the body in its own terms, through a rejection of those discourses of knowledge and 

control that typify the nineteenth century. Instead, Sand encourages a greater 

attentiveness to all realms of experience and perception. However we wish to describe 

Sand’s aesthetic, be it sentimental, romantic, or idealist, what Barthes might have 

called the scriptibilité of the Sandian body suggests an approach that is both 

experimental and, in many ways, modern. Thus we would agree with the assessment 

of the poet Louisa Siefert who, in one of her Causeries poétiques printed in the Journal 

de Lyon in 1872, praised the ‘figures à jamais vivantes de Madame Sand’,379 a view 

we also find in a review of Simon from 1836, which claims that ‘ce qu’il y a de plus 

dans ce roman que dans tous les autres ouvrages qui usurpent le nom, c’est la vie’.380 

 

 

 

                                                           
378 Harrow, p. 15 (original emphasis). 
379 Louisa Siefert, ‘Causerie Poétique’, Journal de Lyon, 25 April 1872, pp. 1-2 (p. 1). I am grateful to 

Adrianna Paliyenko for bringing this to my attention. 
380 B. N., ‘Revue littéraire’, Revue de Paris, 1836, pp. 56-66 (p. 58). 
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Living Out Loud 

 

The introduction to this thesis established two main approaches within studies of Sand 

to her works, one that privileges voice and another that privileged vision. Taking the 

body as a subject of analysis has revealed that Sand’s mythopoetic approach to 

representation syncretizes these two modes of perception. Mythopoetics, in this way, 

can be figured as the means by which Sand responds to the problem of the somatic 

faced by any writer. The mythopoetic strategies I have delineated – resistance to 

frames and fixity and the importance of motion; a resistance to the archetype of woman 

as angel; and an iconoclastic reworking of religious and scientific discourses – 

combine to generate the processes of vivification detected by Siefert. While this 

approach has allowed for a reconfiguration of Sand’s place in intellectual and aesthetic 

history, it has also delineated a model of reading that can be usefully applied to other 

authors, of the nineteenth century and beyond. 

A final example from the very end of Sand’s literary career offers a compact 

integration of each of these mythopoetic elements. Penned in 1873, Le Château de 

Pictordu is part of the first series of the Contes d’une grand-mère, fairy tales Sand 

wrote for her grandchildren. Le Château de Pictordu was dedicated to her 

granddaughter, Aurore, and in a faerie register offers an incorporation of the elements 

of Sand’s mythopoetics I have delineated over the course of this thesis. The text is in 

many ways a miniature Künstlerroman, following the development of a young girl as 

a fully-fledged and successful artist. For Alexandra Wettlaufer, the tale is ‘at once 

Sand’s most abstract and perhaps most personal meditation on gender and 

creativity’.381 My main interest in the novel, however, is how this meditation 

incorporates the corporeal, since in its central thread, the text entwines two themes: art 

and the body. 

The young femme peintre of Sand’s tale is Diane Flochardet, the daughter of a 

painter whom we first encounter travelling home to Arles after falling ill at her convent 

where she was being instructed by her aunt. Fearing his daughter’s condition may 

worsen, her father insists they spend the night at the abandoned and ruined château de 

Pictordu. It is here that Diane encounters a statue of a veiled woman that appears to 

                                                           
381 Alexandra K. Wettlaufer, ‘Representing Artistic Identity: Sand’s Femmes peintres’, in George Sand: 
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her in dreamlike states, revealing to her the former magnificence of the now decrepit 

château. After they leave the château, Diane does not return to the convent but stays 

with her father and stepmother, and eventually establishes a studio with her father and 

becomes a painter of some renown. The veiled woman of Pictordu stays with her, 

though, as Corambé stayed with Sand, until she at last paints the hitherto veiled face 

of this woman, only to discover that the face she had painted was that of her deceased 

mother.  

As this brief plot summary indicates, the text is exemplary of Sand’s 

mythopoetic approach to the body as I have described it in the preceding pages. The 

body of the Dame de Pictordu is not described but rather evoked. Although initially 

her statue appears to point Diane in the direction of the château, ‘d’un geste élégant et 

gracieux’ (CGM, p. 14), her body in subsequent instances is represented in more 

multisensory modes. When she takes Diane’s hand to show her the former splendour 

of the château, Diane does not feel the hand in the traditional sense, but rather ‘il lui 

sembla qu’une fraîcheur agréable passait dans tout son être’ (CGM, p. 24). Her face, 

too, is perceived in alternative ways: ‘On ne pouvait distinguer son visage à travers 

cette gaze, mais il en sortait comme deux pâles rayons à la place des yeux’ (CGM, p. 

23). Finally, when Diane begins to feel feverish again, the Dame ‘souffla sur elle à 

travers sa voile, et elle se sentit reposée et désaltérée’ (CGM, p. 25). When Diane finds 

she is at last able to depict the face of the lady, ‘elle sentit comme un souffle chaud 

dans ses cheveux et une voix faible comme la brise du matin murmura à son oreille: 

“Je suis là, tu m’as trouvée”’ (CGM, p. 62). In short, the text quite literally performs 

the process of unveiling discussed in Chapter 2, not through detailed description – this 

face, though constantly evoked, is never described – but through an alternative mode 

of listening to the body in its vitality. 

The importance of this model as an aesthetic is confirmed by the contrast in 

the text between Diane’s worldview and that of her stepmother. Diane is named after 

the goddess of nature and the hunt we saw deployed in Sand’s text La Marquise in 

Chapter 2, as we are explicitly told as Diane explores the château with the Dame de 

Pictordu (CGM, p. 26). Her stepmother, meanwhile, is another Sandian Laura, a 

bourgeois materialist who sees value only in the new: ‘Maman Laure dit que tout ce 

qui est antique est très vilain’ (CGM, p. 40). This even extends to her conception of 

medical care, as she continually tries new drugs to cure Diane’s fever following 

whichever trend was advised by the ‘belles dames qui venaient chez elle’ (CGM, p. 
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38). She treats Diane ‘comme une jolie poupée’ (CGM, p, 37), dressing her up and 

teaching her to apply excessive amounts of makeup. Laure’s behaviour is obviously to 

be deplored; the Sandian novel encourages a celebration of the body without 

embellishment, the de-crystallized body as we saw in Chapter 3. When the doctor 

recognizes that this is contributing to Diane’s illness, he advises Laure to stop, and she 

eventually becomes openly hostile towards Diane, and her love of the material 

ultimately leads Diane’s father to financial ruin. But Laure’s worldview also reflects a 

more fundamental aesthetic meditation offered by Sand’s tale, since it corresponds in 

many ways with the artistry of Diane’s father. Although he is a renowned painter of 

portraits, his popularity does not hinge on the realist qualities of his paintings. Rather, 

the society ladies he paints find his portraits to be ‘toujours ressemblants parce qu’ils 

étaient toujours embellis et rajeunis. À vrai dire, tous les portraits de Flochardet se 

ressemblaient entre eux’ (CGM, p. 21). 

When Diane becomes an artist at the end of the tale, however, she adopts a 

very different aesthetic, one inspired in part by the figure of the Dame de Pictordu. But 

it is also one she arrives at thanks to the teachings of the doctor Féron. Unsurprisingly, 

Féron is an example of the good doctor described in Chapter 4, and his appreciation of 

an alternative aesthetic reflects his medical method. Following the other Sandian 

doctors whose processes are valorized across her oeuvre, Féron listens to the body 

before suggesting treatment. When Diane is reticent to describe her visions at the 

château fearing the doctor may laugh at her or think her mad, Féron puts her at ease, 

and promises to take her at her word (note Freud was still two decades from beginning 

his work in psychoanalysis): ‘le docteur l’écouta sans rire, sans avoir l’air de douter 

d’elle. Il l’aida même par ses questions à se bien rappeler et à se faire très bien 

comprendre’ (CGM, p. 43). Indeed, when she becomes ill again later in the novel he 

seeks the ‘cause morale’ underlying these repeated bouts of illness, and resolves to 

have her ‘confesser’ (CGM, p. 54). His method in both medicine and in art is to listen, 

to advise, and to help the patient arrive at their own understanding of themselves. As 

Diane concedes, ‘il avait développé en elle l’amour du beau, mais il ne pouvait lui 

donner les moyens de le saisir’ (CGM, p. 54). 

True to his method of listening to the body in its own terms, the doctor does 

not give Diane the secrets of art as soon as she asks. Instead, he encourages her to think 

through the objects she observes to arrive at an understanding of the pieces with which 

she is faced on her own terms: 
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“Mais toi… écoute: tu trouves cette petite tête jolie, n’est-ce pas?” 

“Oh! Bien jolie, vrai, je l’aime!”  

“Sais-tu pourquoi?” 

“Non.” 

“Essaie de dire pourquoi.” (CGM, p. 41). 

 

This appears in a text with a defined pedagogical aim; fairy tales are, by their nature, 

educational. But there is a neat symmetry between the doctor’s instruction to Diane 

and my own motivation in writing this thesis, which in many ways attempts to respond 

to the same question. Sand’s mythopoetics as I have described it is a large part of my 

answer, and how it relates to Sand’s particular model of bodily representation, the 

depiction of beings whose vitality is seldom in question. When Diane discovers that a 

rock she had taken from the château de Pictordu was in fact part of a mosaic and 

represented a face, Féron explains why he thinks she finds it beautiful, and his 

explanation of aesthetic quality rests on this very question of vitality: ‘Elle vit pourtant, 

parce que celui qui l’a taillée dans ce petit morceau de marbre a eu la volonté et la 

science de la faire vivre’ (CGM, p. 43). Thus, when Diane finally is able to represent 

the face of the Dame de Pictordu, the face of her mother, Féron is moved to tears by 

its realism, by the way in which it evokes Diane’s mother. This affective response 

suggests that perhaps the most important body in these textual relations is the body of 

the reader. Indeed, when Schor reflected at the end of her study on Sand that the novel 

she least enjoyed ‘was not so much boring as it was almost literally nauseating’, she is 

hinting at another (albeit negative) corporeal response.382 Most significant, however, 

is the explanation for this response that Féron provides: ‘La ressemblance est 

frappante. Pauvre jeune femme! Je crois la voir. Allons, ma fille, courage! Tu feras de 

meilleurs portraits que ton père, celui-là est beau et il est vivant’ (CGM, p. 63; my 

emphasis). This is perhaps Sand’s ultimate lesson. Through a representational model 

that experimented with ways of representing the body differently, she left behind an 

aesthetic legacy of altruism and openness to multiple forms of being in the world. 

 As this final textual example reveals, then, the body is at the heart of Sand’s 

aesthetics, but this centrality does not simply confirm Brooks’s assertion that the body 

is the object par excellence of nineteenth-century literature. Brooks argues that the 

texts he analyses present attempts to ‘unveil’ the body, but ‘become waylaid in the 
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process of this unveiling’.383 Sand’s texts, meanwhile, play with this convention. Her 

texts present instead a celebration of the veil, frequently disappointing the 

‘epistemophilic’ desire to know the body, and the female body in particular. The 

vitality of the Sandian body is, rather, the result of its richness, a quality endowed by 

her mythopoetic approach to representation that resists capture and categorization. 

Since its emergence in the 1970s and 1980s, feminist theory has sought ways 

of thinking afresh about how to be in the world and how we account for forms of bodily 

experience. When Judith Butler turned to the materiality of sex to implore us to 

celebrate all different possible bodies, she wrote that in the process of thinking about 

the body’s materiality, she found that ‘[n]ot only did bodies tend to indicate a world 

beyond themselves, but this movement beyond their own boundaries, a movement of 

boundary itself, appeared to be quite central to what bodies “are”’.384 Chantal Chawaf 

similarly complained, in her formulation of an écriture corporelle, that ‘[t]rop souvent 

l’écrit est une position obsessionnelle de contrôle et de mise à distance du vivant’.385 

Sand’s mythopoetic approach to the body is, I have suggested, a response to the same 

problem, to the impossibility of representing bodies within the limits of masculine 

representational codes. That these concerns remain pertinent today suggests that Sand 

still has much to teach us. 
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