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Author’s Preface

When I wrote The Devil’s Pool, the first of a series of pastoral tales which I meant to
bring out together under the title of Tales of a Hemp-dresser, 1 had no system in view, and no
design of introducing a revolution into literature. No one man has ever effected a revolution;
for a revolution, especially in art, is an unconscious change which everybody has had a hand
in. But this is not applicable to tales of rustic life, which have always existed, at all times,
and under all forms, and have been sometimes pompous, sometimes affected, and sometimes
natural.

I have said somewhere , and must now repeat, that pastoral life has always been the ideal
of cities and of the courts of kings. I have attempted nothing new in following the easy path
which brings back civilized man to the charms of primitive life. I have not tried to invent a
new language nor to affect a new style, though many newspaper articles have told me so. I
understand my own intentions better than anybody else can, and I am continually surprised
that criticism should be so farseeking, when the simplest ideas and most trivial circumstances
are all that inspire the creations of art. Especially as regards The Devil’s Pool , as I have relat-
ed in the introduction, an engraving of Holbein, that had struck me, and a real scene that I
had before my eyes at the same time, while the men were sowing the crops, were all that in-
duced me to write the modest story laid among the humble landscapes of my daily walks.

If T am asked what I meant to do, I shall answer that I meant to write a very touching
and very simple story, and that I have not succeeded to my satisfaction. I have indeed seen
and felt the beauty of simplicity, but seeing and describing are not the same thing. The best
the artist can hope for is to persuade those who have eyes to see for themselves. Look at what
is simple, my kind reader; look at the sky, the fields, the trees, and at what is good and
true in the peasants; you will caich a glimpse of them in my book but you will see them much

better in nature.

George Sand.
Nohant, the twelfth of April, 1851.
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The Author to the Reader

A la sueur de ton visaige,

Tu gagnerois ta pauvre vie.

Aprés long travail et usaige,

Voicy la mort qui te convie.

This quaint old French verse, written under one of Holbein’s pictures, is profoundly mel-
ancholy. The engraving represents a labourer driving his plough through the middle of a field.
Beyond him stretches a vast horizon, dotted with wretched huts; the sun is sinking behind the
hill. It is the end of a hard day’s work. The peasant is old, bent, and clothed in rage. He is
urging onward a team of four thin and exhausted horses; the ploughshare sinks into a stony and
ungrateful soil. One being only is active and alert in this scene of toil and sorrow. It is a fan-
tastic creature. A skeleton armed with a whip, who acts as ploughboy to the old labourer, and
running along through the furrow beside the terrified horses, goads them on. This is the spectre
Death, whom Holbein has introduced allegorically into that series of religious and philosophic
subjects at once melancholy and grotesque, entitled “The Dance of Death. ”

In this collection, or rather this mighty composition, where Death, who plays his part on
every page, is the connecting link and predominating thought, Holbein has called up kings,
popes, lovers, gamesters, drunkards, nuns, courtesans, thieves, warriors, monks, Jews,
and travellers - all the people of his time and our own; and everywhere the spectre Death is a-
mong them, taunting, threatening, and triumphing. He is absent from one picture only,
where Lazarus, lying on a dunghill at the rich man’s door, declares that the spectre has no
terrors for him; probably because he has nothing to lose, and his existence is already a life in
death.

Is there comfort in this stoical thought of the half-pagan Christianity of the Renaissance ,
and does it satisfy religious souls? The upstart, the rogue, the tyrant, the rake, and all those
haughty sinners who make an ill use of life, and whose steps are dogged by Death, will be
surely punished; but can the reflection that death is no evil make amends for the long hard-

ships of the blind man, the beggar, the madman, and the poor peasant? No! An inexora-
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ble sadness, an appalling fatality brood over the artist’s work It is like a bitter curse, hurled
against the fate of humanity.

Holbein’s faithful delineation of the society in which he lived is, indeed, painful satire.
His attention was engrossed by crime and calamity; but whet shall we, who are artists of a
later date, portray? Shall we look to find the reward of the iuman beings of to — day in the
contemplation of death, and shall we invoke it as the penalty of unrighteousness and the com-
pensation of suffering?

No, henceforth, our business is not with death, but with life. We believe no longer in
the nothingness of the grave, nor in safety bought with the price of a forced renunciation; life
must be enjoyed in order to be fruitful. Lazarus must leave his dunghill, so that poor need no
longer exult in the death of the rich. All must be made happy, that the good fortune of a few
may not be a crime and a curse. As the labourer sows his wheat, he must know that he is
helping forward the work of life, instead of rejoicing that Death walks at his side. We may no
longer consider death as the chastisement of prosperity or the consolation of distress, for God
has decreed it neither as the punishment nor the compensation of life. Life has been blessed
by Him, and it is no longer permissible for us to leave the grave as the only refuge for those
whom we are unwilling to make happy.

There are some artists of our own day, who, after a serious survey of their surroundings ,
take pleasure in painting misery, the sordidness of poverty, and the dunghill of Lazarus. This
may belong to the domain of art and philosophy; but by depicting poverty as so hideous, so
degraded, and sometimes so vicious and criminal, do they gain their end, and is that end as
salutary as they would wish? We dare not pronounce judgment. They may answer that they
terrify the unjust rich man by pointing out to him the yawning pit that lies beneath the frail
covering of wealth; just as in the time of the Dance of Death, they showed him his gaping
grave, and Death standing ready to fold him in an impure embrace. Now, they show him the
thief breaking open his doors, and the murderer stealthily watching his sleep. We confess we
cannot understand how we can reconcile him to the human nature he despises, or make him
sensible of the suffering of the poor wretch whom he dreads, by showing him this wretch in
the guise of the escaped convict or the nocturnal burglar. The hideous phantom Death, under
the repulsive aspect in which he has been represented by Holbein and his predecessors, gnas-

hing his teeth and playing the fiddle, has been powerless to convent the wicked and console
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their victims. And does not our literature employ the same means as the artists of the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance? .

The revellers of Holbein fill their glasses in a frenzy to dispel the idea of Death, who is
their cup-bearer, though they do not see him. This unjust rich of our own day demand cannon
and barricades to drive out the idea of an insurrection of the people which art shows them as
slowly working in the dark, getting ready to burst upon the State. The Church of the Middle
Ages met the terrors of the great of the earth with the sale of indulgences. The government of
to-day soothes the uneasiness of the rich by exacting from them large sums for the support of
policemen, jailers, bayonets, and prisons.

Albert Diirer, Michael Angelo, Holbein, Callot, and Goya have made powerful satires on
the evils of their times and countries, and their immortal works are historical documents of un-
questionable value. We shall not refuse to artists the right to probe the wounds of society and
lay them bare to our eyes; but is the only function of art still to threaten and appal? In the lit-
erature of the mysteries of iniquity, which talent and imagination have brought into fashion, we
prefer the sweet and gentle characters which can attempt and effect conversions, to the melo-
dramatic villains who inspire terror; for terror never cures selfishness, but increases it.

We believe that the mission of art is a mission of sentiment and love, that the novel of
to-day should take the place of the parable and the fable of early times, and that the artist has
a larger and more poetic task than that of suggesting certain prudential and conciliatory meas-
ures for the purpose of diminishing the fright caused by his pictures. His aim should be to
render attractive the objects he has at heart, and, if necessary, I have no objection to his em-
bellishing them a little. Art is not the study of positive reality, but the search for ideal truth "
and the Vicar of Wakefield was a more useful and healthy book than the Paysan Perverti or
the Liaisons Dangereuses.

Forgive these reflections of mine, kind reader, and let them stand as a preface, for there
will be no other to the little story I am going to relate to you. My tale is to so short and so
simple, that I felt obliged to make you my apologies for it beforehand, by telling you what I
think of the literature of terror.

I have allowed myself to be drawn into this digression for the sake of a labourer; and it is
the story of a labourer which I have been meaning to tell you, and which I shall now tell you

at once.
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I. The Tillage of the Soil

I had just been looking long and sadly at Holbein’s ploughman, and was walking through
the fields, musing on rustic life and the destiny of the husbandman. It is certainly tragic for
him to spend his days and his strength aelving in the jealous earth, that so reluctantly yields
up her ﬁch treasures when a morsel of coarse black bread, at the end of the day’s work, is
the sole reward and profit to be reaped from such arduous toil. The wealth of the soil, the
harvests, the fruits, the splendid cattle that grow sleek and fat in the luxuriant grass, are
the property of the few, and but instruments of the drudgery and slavery of the many. The
man of leisure seldom loves, for their own sake, the fields and meadows, the landscape, or
the noble animals which are to be converted into gold for his use. He comes to the country
for his health or for change of air, but goes back to town to spend the fruit of his vassal’s la-
bour.

On the other hand, the peasant is too abject, too wretched, and too fearful of the future
to enjoy the beauty of the country and the charms of pastoral life. To him, also, the yellow
harvest-fields, the rich meadows , the fine cattle represent bags of gold; but he knows that on-
ly an infinitesimal part of their contents, insufficient for his daily needs, will ever fall to his
share. Yet year by year he must fill those accursed bags, to please his master and buy the
right of living on his land in sordid wretchedness,

Yet nature is eternally young, beautiful, and generous, She pours forth poetry and beau-
ty on all creatures and all plants that are allowed free development. She owns the secret of
happiness, of which no one has ever robbed her.

The happiest of men would be he who, knowing the full meaning of his labour, should,
while working with his hands, find his happiness and his freedom in the exercise of his intel-
ligence, and, having his heart in unison with his brain, should at once understand his own
work and love that of God. The artist has such delights as these in contemplating and reprodu-
cing the beauties of nature; but if his heart be true and tender, his pleasure is disturbed when
he sees the miseries of the men who people this paradise of earth. True happmess will be

theirs when mind, heart, and hand shall work in concert in the sight of Heaven, and there



