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INTRODUCTION

THE RED AND THE BLACK is a shocking novel. One of the
principal shocks which it administérs comes in Book ¥,
Chaprer 35, and the reader who is not already privy 1o the
nature of this shock would be well advisad to trest this
ntroduction as a postface. For, us Stencthal himself wrote: ‘the
essential thing about a novel must be thar the reader who
begins it one evening should stay up sll night to finish it: to
reveal 3 novel’s plot in advance would therefore be tantarnount
10 robbing him of the greater part of his interest in it.’

To reveal it in the case of The Red and the Black would be
robbery indeed. One of the principal themes of the novel
concerns the value of unpredictabitity in an age of the only too
predictable, and one of its intended delights for the Happy
Few' 10 whom it is dedicated is precisely the liberating effect
of surprise upon the imagination. “The novel is like 5 bow,’'
wrote Stendhal, ‘the body of the violin which grves back the
sounds is the reader’s soul.” The Red and the Black's status as a
World's Classic depends substantially on the moral and aes-
thetic worth of its shockingness, and a reader comifg to this
novel for the first time will need 1o have undergone some state
of shock before he or she can consult the sounds given back by
their soul, the berter then to decide whether its classic starus is
justifed.

When The Red and the Black was first published on 13
November 1830, it was a novel ahead of its time. In a curious
way this was Liternlly so0 since its dtle-page bore the date 1831
and a reconstruction of the historical time-scile within the
novel suggests that the events of the last few chapters ke
place aiso in 1831. But it was abead of its titne principally
becsuse it was uncomfortebly topical, and ropicality is the
aspect of the novel which Stendhal stressed when he tHed o
have his own review of it published ancnymously in a Floren-
tine literary review two years later. ‘The author’, he writes,

' On ‘the Happy Few’, secnote top. 10onp §30.
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‘dared recount an adventure which tock place in 1830.” Even
more daringly the suthor pulled no punches in his depiction of
contempornty society, and this ‘Chronicle of 1820’ presents a
comprehensive and damping account of France at the time.
Stendhal spent much of his life in Italy, but between 21
November 1821 and 6 November 1830 he had lived in Paris.
His chronicle is based on first-hand experience and the
information of well-placed friends.

The reader meets a wide variety of social representatives
ranging from the inmates of Valenod’s workhouse to the king
himself, and while sach level of society appears superficially
different, hypocrisy, deviousness and calious self-interest are
omaipresent. This is part of ‘the wuth, the truth in all its
harshness’ proclaimed by the first epigtaph in the novel, Julien
Sorel’s mercenary father with his peasant cunmng, the sem-
marists who wish for 2 quiet Life and a fuil stomach, the
counter-revolutionary aristocrats ploting the invasion of their
own country, Rénal and Vajenod swapping pehitica! parties for
their opportunistic convenience, these are the paltry players
the sordid drama of post-Napoleonic France Chélan, Pirard
and Chas-Bernard provide honourable exceptions for the
Church and, among the vapid youth of Restoraton Paris,
Croisenois at least is man enough to die defending Mathilde's
reputation, but generally the picture is bleak. Add to this the
industrialization of Verridres and the environmental noncha-
lance of its mayor, the increasing power of the new money and
its iasteless attempts to imitate the old, the propagandistic
purpose and architectural inadequacy of the restoration of the
abbey at Bray-le-Haut, the feud between the Jansenists and
the Jesuits, and the all-pervasive influence of the Jesuits’ secret
society, the Congregation, and the sheer scope of Stendhal’s
indictment becomes readily apparent,

One important element seems, however, t¢ be missing: the
July Revolution of 1830. Where are those threc ‘Giorious Days'
which saw the overthrow of the reactionary Bourbon king
Charles X, his replacement by the supposedly more fibera)
Orleanist Louis-Philippe and the advent of the su-called Bour
geois Monarchy? Nowhere, except for an rronically under
stated and dismissive reference in the fictional Pubhsher’s Note
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with which the nowvel begins. And why are there two sub-tithe:
‘A Chronicle of the Nineteenth Century’ and ‘A Chronicle of
1830'? Are they perbaps satifically synonymous? Evea this
momentous year has changed pothing: regimes may eome and
go, bur cant and conventionality stil rule.

The marked topicality of The Red and the Black may not
always strike a modemrn reader, of course, but if one substitutes
the politics and personalities of one’s own day and thinks what
one’s reaction might be then, it becomes evident that Stendhasl
was playing with fire. He was also breaking new ground. As
Ench Auerbach has stated in his celebrared study Mimesis: ‘in
so far as the serious realism of modern times cannot represent
man otherwise than as embedded in a total reality, polivical,
social and economic, which is concrete and constantly evolv-
ing—as is the case today [1946] in any novel or film—Stendhal
is its founder.” No wounder the author of The Red and the Black
thought that his literary merirs would not b& recognized for
another fifty vears. The contemporary reades might, like
Balzac, have seen the pertinence of Stendhal's ‘chrosicle’, but
he may well have been too caught up personafly in the issues
presented to be able to view them within the lurger and less
tirgebound context to which the novel also offers imaginative
ACOess,

Be that as it may, the contemporary reader would almost
certainly have been disconcerted, not to say scandalized, by
the main story which the povel has to tell-—namely, how a
carpenter’s son attempts to wurder his ex-mistress, the mayor’s
wife, during Mass. That was simply not what novelists should
be writing about, and anyway, of course, the whole thing was
quite implausihle. Here, however, the laugh would have been
on the reader since the story is based on, and the novel
origingily inspired by, two court cases which Stendhal read
about in the Gasette des Tribunaux. This publication, which
appesred cvery weekday and contained full and largely relivble
accounts of court proceedings, provided Stendhal with some
of his favourite reading matter. He found it *very entertaining’
and to be both incontrovertible testimony to the power of
human passion, which the decorum of pelite seciety but
thiniy concezled and contsined, smd an invaiusble surce of
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information about ihe everyday lives of ordinary French men
and women.

The two cases which caught the novelist's attention con-
cerned Antoine Berthet and Adrien Lafargue, two murderers
who met with remarkably different fates. Berthet was a short,
thin man with a pale complexion, the son of & blacksmith in
Brapgues. He had spent four years in a seminary in Grenobie
training to be a priest when, ar the age of 21, ill heaith forced
him to leave; and his protector, the viliage priest, secured him
a post as tutor to one of the children of M, and M™ Michoud.
a well-to-do couple who hved in Brangues. Whether M™
Michoud became his mistress remiaing uncerrain, but some
aspect of their relavionship led 1o Berther's dismissal after a
year. After two years in another seminary, Berther rerurned 1o
Brangues in 1825 and began to write to M™ Michoud accusing
her of having got him the sack and of being the mistress of his
successor as or. There followed a series of reverses: expul-
sion from another seminary in Grenoble after one month,
dismissal-—again after one year—-from a post as tutor to the de
Cordon family, possibly because he seduced M de Cordon
and possibly after M. de Cordon had received a letter from
M= Michoud. Although M. Michoud was irving behind the
scenes to help Berthet and actualiy got him a job working for 2
notary, Berthet became increasingly bitter and blamed his
repeated failure to be accepted by a seminary (and the consc-
quent frustration of his ambition to become a priest) on M-
Michoud, whom he now repeatedly threatened to murder. On
Sunday 22 July 1827, during Mass in the church at Brangues,
Antoine Berthet shot M= Michoud twice and then himself.
Both survived. Berthet was subsequently found guilty of
attempted nurder ‘with all aggravating circumstances’ and
sentenced to death. He was executed on 23 February 1828.

Adrien Lafargue was treated rather more leniently than
Berthet. A cabinet-maker by trade, he was a good-looking,
well-spoken young man of 25 whose work had brought him
wemporarily to the town of Bagnéres-de-Bigorre m the Pyren-
ees. At his lodgings the daughter of the house, called Thérése,
was 3 married woman who claimed 1o have been left by her
husband. She ook 10 Lafargue, and thev became lovers.
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Though be had a fiancée in Beyonne, Lafargue became sin-
cerely attached to Fhértee and was therefore alf the more put
out one morning to find her in bed with a painrer. Accépting
her story that this was a former lover whose sentiments] appenl
1o their shared past had vanquished her scruples, Lafargue
forgave her. On his unci¢’s advice he then moved out of the
lodgings, but continued to see Thérése. She, however, tired of
him, particularly whea he refused to lend her some money,
and soon she had the police forbid him to see her or to enter
her house. Embittered by what he saw as an abuse of his
sincerity and tolerance and bent on nidding the worid of *a
nasty piece of work’, Lafargue resolved to shoot her. On 21
January 1829 he went to ber in ber room. He fired once and
missed, fired 2 second time and killed her. Fearing she was not
dead, he then slit her throat. After this, as he had interxled, he
shot himself, but there was only powder in the pistol and he
survived. He was found guilty of voluntary but unpremedit-
ated manslaughter under grave duress, and semenced 10 &
mere five years’ imprisonment.

The Berthet case provided Stendhal with the main shape of
his plot together with mapy incidental deteils, while the
Lafargue case led bim to speculate that energy and strength of
purpose of the kind once evinced by Napoleon were now to be
found cnly amongst the working classes, and that the grem
men of the future would come not from the etiolated ramks of
the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie but from those whose
characters were still forged on the anvil of an unsheftered
existence. Such is part of the message of The Red and the
Biack, and indeed of Julien Sorel’s speech at his wial. Energy,
stncerity, imsginstion and 2 certain nobility of soul: these are
the qualities 50 lacking in the world of Verritres and Paris, yet
these are the qualities which are absolutely necessary to the
pursuit of happiness.

Plainly Julien Sorel has these qualities himself, and Sten-
dhal’s unflinching exposé of what, in his proposed review, he
calied ‘a land of affectation and pretension’ is illuminated by
the central presence of this young snd encrgetic heéro. Julien
sets out to conquer the society of his time by playing it at its
own game of hypocrisy whilé yet remaining free from morsd
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taint by virtue of his own lucidity. Just when it seems that he
may have lost this lucidity, he rejects the false image of himself
contained within M™ de Rénal’s letter to the Marquis de la
Mole and in an act of murderous passion recovers his real self.
The violence of the deed stands as testimony to its integrity,
and the afiermath—the willing acceprance of responsibility.
the discovery of happiness, the poetic remembrance of things
past—points to a form of authenricity that is the quarry of
every Stendhalian hero.

More than one hundred and fifty years after The Red and the
Rlack first appeared this has now become the orthodox way 10
read the novel, but in 1830 it would not hsve been an easy
lesson for the reader to assimilate. Consequently he might well
have been left cold by the numerous comic aspects which
enliven the narrative (such as Julien’s trouserless departure at
the end of Book I or the various shenanigans with ladders),
and which combine with its more tragic moments to provoke
that blend of laughter and tears which Stendhal so treasured as
an effect of the opera buffa of Mozart and Cimarosa. Equally
the narrator’s delicious sepse of irony may have struck the
reader as simply irritating. For The Red and the Black 10 work,
he or she has got to have some sympathy for its central
character, and if a sense of moral outrage takes over, then the
scandalized reader is suffering from that emotion which Sten-
dhai repeatedly stated that he least wanted to stir: ‘impotent
hatred’.

Such a reader may also have been put off by another
shocking aspect of the novel: its style. The Red and the Black
may not describe the July Revolution, but it was iself a
revolution. The bastions of supposed good taste and novelistic
propriety are stormied with resolve. Not for Stendhsl the
sonorous periods of Chateaubriand and the rhetorical grand
gestures of Victor Hugo, Not for him either the navel-
regarding intricacies of confessional novels like Chateau-
briand’s René and their anguished portraits of pathological
passivity. He had already poked fun at these in his first novel
Armance (1827). Instead he aimed now at a narrative which
woukl have something of the energy and directness of irs low-
born protagonist. While he jater felt that he might have gone
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toe far and that his prose in The Red-and the Black had been
too anguler and staccato in effect, he need not have feared,
because he sucveeded in producing a narrative whose jean and
vigorous tone and constant forward impetus not only suggest
the no-nonsense approach of the young man in a hurry but
have also prevented the novel from datidg. We may no longer
have an immediate sense of the bolkiness of the novel's
opicality, but we cannot fail to be aware of its principal
stylistic hallmark: its preseniness.

This presentness is apparent from the very first page of the
"novel. You are there walking up the main street of Verritres,
you can see M. de Rénal, you can hesr the dreadful din of his
nail factory. The first chapter and a haif of the novel are in the
present tense, but even after the narrative has moved through
a series of subtly modulated changes of temporal gear into the
conventional mode of a story-in-the-past, the sense of present-
ness respains and is constantly reinforced throughout the novel.
The present tense dominates The Red and the Black. It is the
tense of the narrator and his ubiquitous interpolations, be they
geographical (about Verridres, Paris, or even the Rhine),
scciological (about the behaviour patterns of provincials or
Parisians or about how scminarists eat & boiled egg), senten-
tious {life is like this, or that) or simply chatty (by the way, I
forgot to tell you, I must confess that...). It is the tense also of
the putative readér to whom reference is periodically made in
the course of the novel (you think Julien is being silly, you
don’t Jike these receprion rooms), and it is the tense of the
characters themselves—in their dialogue, their inrerior mono-
logues, and their letters.

The sense of urgent actuality which is so characteristic of
The Red ond the Bklck.—-ind which makes it such s good
read—is created in further ways. There is almost no anticipe-
tion of subsequent events in the novel, so that the narrator
comes over oot as someone already in the know but as one who
is as eager as we are to get on with things. The future, it
scems, is as unprediciable for him as for us. By the same token
he takes care not 1w delay us with flashbacks. There are a
number at the beginning, incvitably, when he has to fill us m
on some of the background, but mesily the narrative obeys the
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rules af the chronicle, which by definition is ‘a detailed and
continuous register of events in order of time’ (GED). On five
occasions, however, it is almost as if the narretor has been
overtaken by events, and we find him being obliged to
interrupt the onward surge of the narrative to go back and
supply supplementary detail. These five occas:ons are five key
moments in the plot: Julien’s first visit 10 M= de Rénal's
bedroom, Mathilde’s declaration of love to Julien by letter, the
shooting of M™ de Rénal, the day of the trial, and the
execution of Julien. In esch case the shock value of a major
turning-point is preserved by postponing narration of the
preliminary events which immediately lead up to-:1.

Throughout the novel we are contnually being surprised
and kept on our toes in this way. The pace of the narrative is
extraordinarily rapid, io places quite impilausibly—-and enter-
tainingly—so0, and the viewpoint from which the events are
recounted varies constantly. One minute we ate unmersed in
Julien’s thoughts, the next he has already written the letter he
was thinking of and we are learning of the recipient’s reaction.
Sometimes such 2 switch will occur within a single sentwence,
and there may be several within the shortest of paragraphs. By
the sheer speed and unpredicability of its unfoiding The Red
and the Black creates that very excitement and imaginative
zestfulness which it finds sa deplorably absent from the world
it describes. :

The reader may meet with other surprises. COne of the main
lessons of the novel would seem to be thar it is dangerous to
preconceive the future. As Julien reflects in prison upon his
past life, he realizes that he was distracted from the happiness
and fulfilment he could have found with M™ de Rénal by his
overriding ambition to seek fame and tortune, Because his
head was filled with all sorts of fantasies, many of them derived
from what he had heard and read about Napolcon, he was less
abie to appreciate the value of what reality was otfering him.
As if to reinforce this lesson Stendhal plays cn tis reader's
expectations within the povel in such 2 way as to tead him or
her into similar error. Repeatedly we are inveigied into specu-
lating about Julien’s fumure, both by what some of the charac-
ters predict for him and by the parallels which immedistely
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suggest themselves berween his life and that of various histori-
cal and literary figures.

Thus the various references to Jalien's desire to seck fame
and fortune, together with the recurring possibility that be is a
foundling, put one in mind—and would most certainly have
put a reader of 1830 in mind—of the typical eighteenth-
century novel plot which is so playfully exemplified in one of
Stendhal’s favourite novels, Fielding’s Tom Jones. Is The Red
and the Black to be another novel about the parvenu, we may
wonder, Or arc we reading the biography of another Napokeon,
the man whom Julien so much admires? Or of snother
Richelieu? Or perhaps of a revolutionary hero in the mould of
Danton, or Robespierre, or Mirsbeau? Just before Julien
shoots M™ de Rénal, it seems that many of these predictions
may have been correct. The parvenu has arrived: money and
title, an officer’s rank and the most brithant match in Paris, all
arc his. “When you come to think abgt it,” he refiects, Smy
story’s ended, and all the credit goes to me alone’ (11.34).

But then comes the letter from M™ de Rénal, written at the
dictation of her confessor and describing him as another
Tartuffe. This portreit is 50 at variapce with the person he
believes himself to be that he goes off to destroy the supposed
purveyor of this distorted image by doing the last thing one
would expect 2 mercenary and falsely pious hypocrite to do.
While he then speads the remainder of the novel trying to sort
out who he reafly is (1o sec clearly into the depths of his soul’:
11. 44), we also have 10 answer the same questions: who is
Julien? what does he stand for? We see that there is no
substance in the idea that he is a foudling, we respentiber thar
he has been thoroughly uninterested in money all along, we
note that, unlike Napoleon, he owes his commission to patron-
age not prowess and thar he resembiles him only in so far as he
resembies Mathilde’s father imitating bim st parties, and we
recognize that, while Julien may have a chip on his shoulder,
he is no palitical radical and has none of the ideatism of a
Danton. Even his speech at the trial, we are carefully informed,
is an act of bravade brought on by the insolent ook in the eyes
of the gloming Valenod. Ner iz he indeced Tarmffe. His
ambition to “make his fortune’ is o nebulous boyish dream of
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somehow bettering himself, in all senses, not the project of &
would-be property tycoon.

The shooting of M'* de Rénal explodes our preconceptions
of the end of the povel just as surely as it does jubien’s, and u
is for this reason that foreknowledge of it mav 1alsify a firsi
reading of The Red and the Black. Sub: equent readings, oo the
other hand, may bring one no nearer o anderstanding (.
Critical opinion about this crucial tuon of »ents bas vaned
widely in respect both of ity significance ard of ils destheny
merits. The notorious view expressed by Enuile Faguet at the
end of the last century was that the shuoric was implausible
and provided irrefutable evidence of novebsire amateurishness
Quite definitely not one of the Happy Few, Fagier argued tha
a clever schemer like Julien would be mad 1o throw i all away
because of a bad reference trom M™ de Rénal. What's more.
the Marquis de la Mole still had a pregnant daughter to marry
off and the daughter in question had pretty firm views as 0
whoin she wanted for a husband. Since Fague , a number of
people have tried to defend Stendha! by saying that Juben s
indeed mad, that is, that he acts in a kind of somnambulisic
trance and is therefore not eatirely responsible for his action:.
White there is some evidence in the zext fur Julien beiug in
something of a state, it is insufficient to sustair such a thesi.
More persuasive are those who have argued :n “erms of an ac1
of vengeance and who have noted that., because M™ de Rénal
is a woman, Julien is derued the cpportunity of clesring hus
name by challenging the offender to a duel. Mos1 persuasive of
all, perhaps, is the view that the very immexphability of the ac.
makes it true to lite. It is a crime of passion and, as such, not
reducibie to the dy comprehensibility of the mtional. By the
same token, on the level of novelistc technigue. 11 constitutes
an act of defiance, a refusal 10 tefl the storv as if it were like
many other similar stories, an assertion that the central event
of this novel is unique: just as its mamn chsmavter 15 not like
other heroes of history and literature but 15, a5 he 15 50 often
described in the book, someone guite cut of the ordinary

But what lessons can we draw from the expenences of thus
man who shoots the woman he loves? That we should not
preconceive our lives, that we should live for the moment apd
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be ready to pounce on those fleeting moments of happiness
which life occasionally offers? That love, and love sjone, holds
the key? Yes, partly, but the rick and subtle ironies, indeed
the comedy and the pathos, of The Red and the Black derive
substantially from the ambiguity surrounding these questinns.
True, at the end of the novel it does seemn as if imagination,
that error which ‘bears the mark of a superior man’ (I1. 19) as
the narrator calls it, is to be mistrusted. Imagined futures have
led both Julien and the reader astray, and Mathilde’s desperate
determination to relive the violent romance of her sixteenth-
century ancestors begins to look increasingly suspect and
sterile. She alone is not surprised by the shooting, for it
corresponds 1o 3¢ many of her fantasies, yet these besr litte
relation now to the increasingly authentic nature of Julien’s
experience. Like him we 1oo may be *dred of heroizm’ (11. 39).
But earlier in the novel Mathilde’s coergy and imaginaton
seemed commendable, as did her disdainful fejection of easy
mediocrity. Were we wrong to commend her? No, just as we
may not be right to see Julien discovenng any universally
applicable recipe for happiness at the end of the novel.

For why in fact did Julien pass up the happiness on offer at
Vergy? Because he might have been bored. He himseif reflects
on this queston:

Could happiness be so near at hand?... A life like thes doesn't involve
much by way of expenditure; I can choose whether o marry M Eliss
[M™ de Rénal’s maid] or become Fouqué’s partner... But a traveller
who has just climbed a steep mountain sits down a1 the summit and
finds perfect pleasure in resting, Would he be happy if forced to rest
for ever? (1. 23)

For ali that Vergy epitomizes some cherished Stendhalian
values and for ail that Julien's pursuit of happiaess could well
have ended there, imagination says no. Energy, cyriosity and
exploration are as important as the trusting repose of recipro-
cated love. It may even be better to travel than to armive. The
pursuit may matter more than the happiness.

However perfect the view from the mountain-top, there are
ather peaks to climb, and Julien's wise anglogy points to the
tragic disjunction berween happiness and imagination which
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ties at the very heart of The Red and the Eiack and is its
principal concern. From the start Julien has been faced with
an ancient dilenumna: ‘like Hercules, he found himself with a
choice—not between vice and virtue, bur between the unre-
lieved mediocrity of guaranteed well-being, and all the heroic
dreams of his youth’ (1. 12). Heroically he defends himself
against the lure of ‘drearv caution' (1. :4), heroically he
abandons the biliss of Vergy, and heroically he rejects the
worldly achievements of M. Julien Sorel de la Vemnaye: ‘in
short, what made Julien & superior being was precisely what
prevented him from savouring the hsppiness which came his
wuy . Every inch the young girl of sixteen who has delightful
colouring, and is toolish enough to put on rougs: to go o a ball’
(1. 15). This rouge is the added highlight that irmagination
lends to life; not the knowing artifice of black ambirion but the
gratuitous and unthinking enhancement of Slood-red vitality,
the wanton assBrtion that therc is more w be had [rom life
even than all the bounty life may aiready have bestowed. Ir is
make-up as make-believe. And it 15 thit verv quality of
uncalculating passion which brings Jubien the red nbbon of the
cross of the Legion of Honour to wear against the unvielding
blackness of his clerical habit, a sign of life to cheer the
‘uniform of (his] century’ (11, 13) which he wears "like someone
in mourning’ “11. 1). For the Marquis de la Moie, when Julien
appears before him in red and black, he is an equal, an
aristocrat by pature, a ‘superior mar’, and for us roo. He
belongs to that other Legion of Honour. the one founded by
Stendhal after the manner of Napoleon, whose members.
though not legion, make it a point of honour ta indge life with
{their] imagnation’ (11 16) and whose names— Octave {io
Armance), Jubien, Lucien (in Lucien Leuwen -, and Fabrice fin
The Charierhouse of Parma)—have a Roman ring to recall the
cnergy and virtét upon which an earlier empire was founded.
Alas, Julien also resembles thar other young Roman, St
Clement. The real St Clement was the third pope and in ne
way military, but the statue of Stendhal’s saint is depicted a.
representing a ‘young Roman soidier’ who has met a violent
end: ‘he had a gaping wound in his neck whick seemed to be
oozing blood’ (1. 18). This last detail, the thcusand candies



