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u1 my opinion, it is impossible to create characters until one has spent a long

time in studying men, as it is impossible to speak a language until it has been
seriously acquired. Not being old enough to invent, | content myself with narrating,
and | beg the reader to assure himself of the truth of a story in which all the
characters, with the exception of the heroine, are still alive. Eye-witnesses of the
greater part of the facts which | have collected are to be found in Paris, and | might
call upon them to confirm me if my testimony is not enough. And, thanks to a
particular circumstance, | alone can write these things, for | alone am able to give the
final details, without which it would have been impossible to make the story at once in-
teresting and complete.
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This is how these details came to my knowledge. On the 12th of March, 1847, |
saw in the Rue Lafitte a great yellow placard announcing a sale of furniture and
curiosities. The sale was to take place on account of the death of the owner. The
owner's name was not mentioned, but the sale was to be held at 9, Rue d’Antin, on
the 16th, from 12 to 5. The placard further announced that the rooms and furniture
could be seen on the 13th and 14th.

| have always been very fond of curiosities, and | made up my mind not to miss
the occasion, if not of buying some, at all events of seeing them. Next day | called at
9, Rue d'Antin.

This one was dead, so the most virtuous of women could enter even her
bedroom. Death had purified the air of this abode of splendid foulness, and if more
excuse were needed, they had the excuse that they had merely come to a sale, they
knew not whose. They had read the placards, they wished to see what the placards
had announced, and to make their choice beforehand. What could be more natural?
Yet, all the same, in the midst of all these beautiful things, they could not help looking
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about for some traces of this courtesan’s life, of which they had heard, no doubt,
strange enough stories. Unfortunately the mystery had vanished with the goddess,
and, for all their endeavours, they discovered only what was on sale since the owner’s
decease, and nothing of what had been on sale during her lifetime. For the rest, there
were plenty of things worth buying. The furniture was superb. There were rosewood
and buff cabinets and tables, Sevres and Chinese vases, Saxe statuettes, satin, vel-
vet, lace; there was nothing lacking.

| sauntered through the rooms, following the inquisitive ladies of distinction. They
entered a room with Persian hangings, and | was just going to enter in turn, when
they came out again almost immediately, smiling, and as if ashamed of their own curi-
osity. | was all the more eager to see the room. It was the dressing-room laid out with
all the articles of toilet, in which the dead woman's extravagance seemed to be seen
at its height.
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Not being shocked at the sight of a kept woman's dressing-room, | amused
myself with examining every detail, and | discovered that these magpnificently chiselled
objects bore different initials and different coronets. | looked at one after another, each
recalling a separate shame, thought that God had been merciful to the poor child, in
not having left her to pay the ordinary penalty, but rather to die in the midst of her
beauty and luxury, before the coming of old age, that first death of courtesans.

The story returned to my mind while | looked at the silver toilet things, and a cer-
tain space of time must have elapsed during these reflections, for no one was left in
the room but myself and an attendant, who, standing near the door, was carefully
watching me to see that | did not pocket anything.

| went up to the man, to whom | was causing so much anxiety.

“8ir,” | said, “can you tell me the name of the person who formerly lived here?”

“Mademoiselle Marguerite Gautier. ”

| knew her by name and by sight.
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“What!” | said to the attendant, “Marguerite Gautier is dead?”

“Yes, sir.”

“When did she die?”

“Three weeks ago, | believe. ”

“And why are the rooms on view?”

“The creditors believe that it will send up the prices. People can see beforehand
the effect of the things; you see, that induces them to buy.”

“She was in debt, then?”

“To some extent, sir.”

“But the sale will cover it?”

“And more too.”

“Who will get what remains over?”

“Her family. ”

“8he had a family?”
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“It seems so.”

“Thanks. ”
The attendant, reassured as to my intentions, touched his hat, and | went out.
“Poor girl!” | said to myself as | returned home, “she must have had a sad

death, for, in her world, one has friends only when one is perfectly well. 7 And in spite
of myself | began to feel melancholy over the fate of Marguerite Gautier.

It will seem absurd to many people, but | have an unbounded tolerance for
women of this kind, and | do not think it necessary to apologize for such tolerance.
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ﬂe sale was to take place on the 16th. A day’s interval had been left between

the visiting days and the sale, in order to give time for taking down the hangings,
curtains, etc.

| had just returned from abroad. it was natural that | had not heard of Marguerite’'s
death among the pieces of news which one’s friends always tell on returning after an
absence. Marguerite was a pretty woman; but though the life of such women makes
sensation enough, their death makes very little. They are suns which set as they
rose, unobserved. Their death, when they die young, is heard of by all their lovers at
the same moment, for in Paris almost all the lovers of a well-known woman are
friends. A few recollections are exchanged, and life goes on as if the incident had
never occurred, without so much as a tear.
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It was impossible to see more charm in beauty than in that of Marguerite.
Excessively tall and thin, she had in the fullest degree the art of repairing this
oversight of Nature by the mere arrangement of the things she wore. Her cashmere
reached to the ground, and showed on each side the large flounces of a silk dress,
and the heavy muff which she held pressed against her bosom was surrounded by
such cunningly arranged folds that the eye, however exacting, could find no fault with
the contour of the lines. Her head, a marvel, was the object of the most coquettish
care. It was small, and her mother, as Musset would say, seemed to have made it
so in order to make it with care.

Marguerite was always present at every first night, and passed every evening
either at the theatre or the ball. Whenever there was a new piece she was certain to
be seen, and she invariably had three things with her on the ledge of her ground-floor
box: her opera-glasses, a bag of sweets, and a bouquet of camellias.
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For twenty-five days of the month the camellias were white, and for five they were
red; no one ever knew the reason of this change of colour, which | mention though |
can not explain it; it was noticed both by her friends and by the habitués of the
theatres to which she most often went. She was never seen with any flowers but
camellias. At the florist's, Madame Barjon’s, she had come to be called “the Lady of
the Camellias,” and the name stuck to her.

Like all those who move in a certain set in Paris, | knew that Marguerite had lived
with some of the most fashionable young men in society, that she spoke of it openly,
and that they themselves boasted of it; so that all seemed equally pleased with one
another. Nevertheless, for about three years, after a visit to Bagnéres, she was said
to be living with an old duke, a foreigner, enormously rich, who had tried to remove
her as far as possible from her former life, and, as it seemed, entirely to her own
satisfaction.

This is what | was told on the subject. In the spring of 1842, Marguerite was so ill
that the doctors ordered her to take the waters, and she went to Bagnéres. Among
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the invalids was the daughter of this duke; she was not only suffering from the same
complaint, but she was so like Marguerite in appearance that they might have been
taken for sisters; the young duchess was in the last stage of consumption, and a few
days after Marguerite’s arrival she died.

One morning, the duke, who had remained at Bagneéres to be near the soil that
had buried a part of his heart, caught sight of Marguerite at a turn of the road. He
seemed to see the shadow of his child, and going up to her, he took her hands,
embraced and wept over her, and without even asking her who she was, begged her
to let him love in her the living image of his dead child. Marguerite, alone at Bagnéres
with her maid, and not being in any fear of compromising herself, granted the duke’s
request. Some people who knew her, happening to be at Bagnéres, took upon them-
selves to explain Mademoiselle Gautier's true position to the duke. It was a blow to the
old man, for the resemblance with his daughter was ended in one direction, but it was
too late. She had become a necessity to his heart, his only pretext, his only excuse,
for living. He made no reproaches, he had indeed no right to do so, but he asked her
if she felt herself capable of changing her mode of life, offering her in return for the
sacrifice every compensation that she could desire. She consented.
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This liaison, whose motive and origin were quite unknown, caused a great sensa-
tion, for the duke, already known for his immense fortune, now became known for his
prodigality. All this was set down to the debauchery of a rich old man, and everything
was believed except the truth. The father's sentiment for Marguerite had, in truth, so
pure a cause that anything but a communion of heart would have seemed to him a
kind of incest, and he had never spoken to her a word which his daughter might not
have heard.

Far be it from me to make out our heroine to be anything but what she was. As
long as she remained at Bagnéres, the promise she had made to the duke had not
been hard to keep, and she had kept it; but once back in Paris, it seemed to her,
accustomed to a life of dissipation, of balls, of orgies, as if the solitude, only
interrupted by the duke’s stated visits, would kill her with boredom, and the hot breath
of her old life came back across her head and heart.
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It was a great grief to the duke when his friends, always on the lookout for some
scandal on the part of the woman with whom, it seemed to them, he was compromising
himself, came to tell him, indeed, to prove to him, that at times when she was sure of
not seeing him she received other visits, and that these visits were often prolonged till
the following day. On being questioned, Marguerite admitted everything to the duke,
and advised him, without arriére-pensee, to concern himself with her no longer, for
she felt incapable of carrying out what she had undertaken, and she did not wish to go
on accepting benefits from a man whom she was deceiving. The duke did not return
for a week; it was all he could do, and on the eight day he came to beg Marguerite to
let him still visit her, promising that he would take her as she was, so long as he
might see her, and swearing that he would never utter a rebuke against her, not
though he were to die of it. This, then, was the state of things three months after
Marguerite’s return; that is to say, in November or December 1842.
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mt one o'clock on the 16th | went to the Rue d'Antin. The voice of the Auctioneer could

be heard from the outer door. The rooms were crowded with people. All the famous women
from the world of fashionable vice were there. There were being slyly observed by certain
great ladies who had again seized the opportunity of the sales in order to be able to see,
close at hand, women whom they might never have another occasion of meeting, and whom
they envied perhaps in secret for their easy pleasures. | slipped quietly into the midst of this
tumult, sad to think that the poor creature whose goods were being sold to pay her debts had
died in the next room. Having come rather to examine than to buy, | watched the faces of the
auctioneers, noticing how they beamed with delight whenever anything reached a price
beyond their expectations. Honest creatures, who had speculated upon this woman's
prostitution, who had gained their hundred per cent out of her, who had plagued with their
writs the last moments of her life, and who came now after her death to gather in, at once,
the fruits of their dishonourable calculations and the interest on their shameful credit! How
wise were the ancients in having only one God for traders and robbers!
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