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Of Stories and Women

Dominique Jullien

Quel giorno pint non vi legemmo avante

BOCCACCIO WRITES HIS DECAMERON for the consolation of the ladies,
but exclusively for those who are in love, because, he argues, “the others
can make do with their needles, their reels and their spindles” (47). Given
the choice between a spinning wheel and a story, what woman would not
rather be in love? And so it is that a book which tells of love will breed love
in its reader, seducing her away from her virtuous needlework. “A Gal-
lehaut, that book, and he who wrote it, too”: one of the most famous pairs
of lovers in Western literature, Paolo and Francesca of Dante’s Inferno, bear
witness to love being a literary emotion, since they fall in love because they
read a love story, and not vice-versa. Reading of Lancelot and Queen
Guinevere’s adulterous love affair, they act out the story in real life, kiss
when the characters kiss, and end up in Hell’s second circle after being
murdered by Francesca’s husband.

From this canonical model, then, we can infer two hypotheses on the
relationship that exists between narration and seduction. One is a moral
statement on love, consistent with etymology: to seduce is, etymologically,
to lead astray, to mislead. The idea of seduction carries an element of
deceit, and it is no wonder that Paolo and Francesca’s reading is really a
“misreading”: had they read the story to its end, they would have seen that
it was written as a warning against the dangers of love; but they stop at the
kiss—“that day we read no more” (V, 1. 137). The second lesson we can
draw from their story is that seduction requires the mediation of images.
Without the Lancelot story, love would not have declared itself: desire is
aroused by an act of imagination. Acknowledging the power of literature,
Dante faints; not so Boccaccio, who proudly picks up Francesca’s insulting
condemnation as a nickname for his own book: “Here begins the book
called Decameron,” he writes, “otherwise known as Prince Galahalt.” Like
the legendary go-between who facilitated Lancelot and Guinevere’s love
affair, the book will serve, in its turn, as a tool for seduction, spreading
among its fair readers the dangerous contagion of love.
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78 Dominique Jullien

Story-telling, according to this pattern, takes place in a context of
seduction. Love will arise from a process of identification, the readers or
listeners following the example set by the characters. Furthermore, seduc-
tion sets off a kind of chain reaction, in which the initial story is mirrored
in the frame story, and from there passes on to the listener, in an endless
process. Story-telling, like love, is contagious; it carries within itself the
potential for duplication and mirroring. In The Arabian Nights, for instance,
the anonymous narrator tells the story of Scheherazade, who tells the
Sultan a story in which a character tells a story, in which a character tells a
story, and so on. Seduction naturally follows the same chain effect.
Whether the seducer is a man or a woman, seduction implies the
manipulation of images by which fiction (the love narrative) will con-
taminate reality with love springing from identification.

Two short stories by Balzac, Sarrasine and Les Secrets de la princesse de
Cadignan, prove to be particularly sophisticated illustrations of the patterns
just defined (the relationship between seduction and story-telling in its
element of deceit, and the complex interaction that story-telling implies
between life and art) and can be read as variations on the Dante model.
Both are seduction stories, both involve story-telling as a means for seduc-
tion, and both exemplify complex links and reversals between reality and
fiction, between life and art. In Sarrasine, the narrator attempts to seduce a
woman by telling her the story of a tragic love affair between a sculptor
and a castrato, whom the artist mistakes for a real woman, having seen him
acting a woman'’s part on a Roman stage. Contrary to the narrator’s expec-
tations, however, the attempted seduction ends in failure, as the lady,
traumatized by the story, refuses at the end to yield to the story-teller. In
Les Secrets de la princesse de Cadignan, a woman attempts to seduce a writer
by telling him a fictional story of her life, in which she portrays herself as a
pure and innocent victim of slander. The writer is successfully taken in by
the story, and they live happily ever after . . . with an ironic consequence,
however: the writer no longer writes.

Trop beau pour un homme

Sarrasine begins in the middle of a luxurious party to which the nar-
rator has brought Béatrix de Rochefide, the lady he is courting. As she
expresses curiosity for the family of the host, whose origin and fabulous
fortune seem shrouded in mystery, the narrator offers her a deal: he will
tell her the story in exchange for her love." And so, the following evening,
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Stories and Women 79

the narrator begins the story of Sarrasine, the unhappy sculptor who gives
his name to Balzac’s tale, and his tragic love for a castrato. It is a love story,
told for love; but here the Paolo and Francesca model is perverted, since
the story induces not love, but rejection of love. After hearing the story of
the castrato, Béatrix breaks the contract and refuses to love the narrator, as
if struck by the same horror that overcame the character, Sarrasine, upon
discovering that the object of his love was the product of deception, a fake
woman—a castrated man.

The chain reaction is at work here too, but in a curiously perverted
manner. If the narrator intended to seduce the lady with his story, clearly
this story was the wrong choice. So eager was he to impress her with his
knowledge, and to use her curiosity as a weapon for seduction (she wants
something that he has: the story), he seemed oblivious to the fact that the
evil spell contained in the Sarrasine story would spill into the frame story,
that “reality” (for the reader, the second degree of fiction) would be con-
taminated by fiction. Overwhelmed by the tragic tale, the lady declares it
has now made love impossible for her. The impossibility spreads from the
narrative into the frame story; castration has become symbolically con-
tagious: “Vous m’avez dégoiitée de la vie et des passions pour longtemps”
(257).

The trauma experienced by the young woman implies identification
with the character, Sarrasine. The story reveals to her that the old man of
the night before, whose ghastly appearance at her side during the party
caused her such horror, and the divine youth whose portrait as Adonis she
so rapturously contemplated during that same party (much to the
narrator’s dismay) are really one and the same person. The brutal clash
between the timeless beauty of the portrait and the ugliness of the aged
model, is one of the aspects of the conflict between art and life which is the
main theme of the story. However, the conflict is not limited to time. The
horror that overwhelms Béatrix is not due solely to the realization that the
beautiful youth has become the repulsive old man. Her déception—deceit
and disappointment combined—is much deeper. Gazing at the portrait of
Adonis, she has indeed fallen in love with an image (“Un étre si parfait
existe-t-il?” she asks) (237), and her curiosity concerning the real-life model
of the painting is one of the causes of the story-telling. What the narrator
reveals to her is that the model of the Adonis, who so fascinates her, is not
a man at all, but a castrato, and to add to her confusion, the painting was
not made after life, but after the statue which Sarrasine made of Zambinel-
la, from memory, portraying him as the beautiful woman he believes the
castrato to be. This portrait of a young man is therefore the result of a

SubStance #65, 1991

This content downloaded from 128.111.121.42 on Sun, 14 Jun 2015 23:10:37 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions




80 Dominique Jullien

vertiginous series of gender manipulations: a castrato impersonates a
woman on stage, is then feminized in the statue of a woman, then turned
back into the painting of a man, whom Béatrix rightly claims to be “trop
beau pour un homme” (237).

Tragedy repeats itself, from Sarrasine to Béatrix, as the theme of
seduction as deceit also repeats itself. Béatrix is deceived in her desire, like
Sarrasine, thinking the man in the painting is really a man, just as the
sculptor thinks the woman on stage is really a woman. Their love is twice
condemned. The narration stemmed, in part, from the narrator’s bitter
jealousy of the painting (“Elle s’assit en silence, je me mis aupres d’elle et
lui pris la main sans qu’elle s’en apergt! Oublié pour un portrait!”) (237).
But the narration turns against the narrator, who is symbolically castrated
by the castrato story. Oddly enough, the situation reveals a reversal be-
tween life and art, for the castration is real in the “fiction” (the Sarrasine
story) but symbolic in “reality” (the frame narrative). This, again, is ex-
emplified in the story, where love (Sarrasine’s love for Zambinella) is based
on a complex series of misperceptions of the relationship between life and
art.

Both protagonists are artists: Sarrasine is a sculptor, Zambinella, a
singer. Love is mediated by art in a radical way. Sarrasine first falls in love
with Zambinella when she appears on stage, dressed as a woman. In his
ignorance (he is a newcomer in Rome and does not know that women are
not allowed on the stage in the Pope’s state) he mistakes her for a real
woman. Zambinella’s beauty is almost obsessively described in artistic
terms: “Joignez a ces détails, qui eussent ravi un peintre, toutes les merveil-
les de Vénus révérées et rendues par le ciseau des Grecs. . . C'était plus
qu’une femme, c’était un chef-d’oeuvre! . . . Sarrasine dévorait des yeux la
statue de Pygmalion, pour lui descendue de son piédestal” (243). Then,
during a week of solitary passion, he draws innumerable sketches of the
singer from memory in his studio, and finally makes the fatal clay statue of
Zambinella as a woman. “Sarrasine crayonna sa maitresse dans toutes les
poses: il la fit sans voile, assise, debout, couchée, ou chaste ou amoureuse,
en réalisant, grace au délire de ses crayons, toutes les idées capricieuses qui
sollicitent notre imagination quand nous pensons fortement a une
maitresse” (244). The love affair, thus, really develops between the sculptor
and his own creation. His dream of love is shattered when reality confronts
fiction, that is, when the model fails—understandably—to conform with
the artwork. In the final melodramatic confrontation, the singer (now
dressed as a boy and referred to in the text as masculine) is abducted by the
irate sculptor, and placed, half dead with terror, in front of the statue.
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Stories and Women 81

Sarrasine, driven to frenzy, attempts first to destroy the statue, then to kill
the model. Before he can do this, however, he is himself stabbed to death
by the henchmen of the Cardinal, the castrato’s protector. It is a murder
equivalent to suicide. Sarrasine dies, symbolically, for having mistaken art
for life. For him, and for Béatrix after him, love is on the side of fiction and
art, while reality is equated with the impossibility of love. “Aimer, étre aimé!
sont désormais des mots vides de sens pour moi, comme pour toi. Sans
cesse je penserai a cette femme imaginaire en voyant une femme réelle”
(256).

Sarrasine, however, is not only the victim of factual ignoranc:e2
(women'’s roles are played by castrati in Rome: “D’ol1 venez-vous? Est-il
jamais monté de femmes sur les théatres de Rome? Et ne savez-vous pas
par quelles créatures les roles de femmes sont tenus dans les Etats du
pape?”) (254) or of a practical joke (the singer’s friends persuade him to
flirt with Sarrasine, dressed as a woman: “Je n’ai consenti a vous tromper
que pour plaire a8 mes camarades, qui voulaient rire.”) (256) More tragical-
ly, more ironically, Sarrasine falls prey to his own erroneous notions of life
and art. While the text insists on his ignorance of the facts of life (Sarrasine
is almost a virgin when he leaves France), his ignorance of art is no less
instrumental in his downfall. He falls in love, not with a woman, but with
the image of a woman. Unaware that art is more perfect, more true than
reality, that an artificial woman is more feminine than a natural one, be-
cause she adheres to artificial constructs and preconceptions in a way that
a real woman doesn’t, he mistakes the castrato’s representation of
femininity for real femininity.3 Sarrasine’s grave error, then, is to confuse
verisimilitude with truth. All the manifestations of a conventional
femininity in Zambinella are, for Sarrasine, irrefutable proofs of her
femininity. Zambinella is delicate, pusillanimous, afraid of snakes; there-
fore, Zambinella is a woman: “Oseriez-vous bien prétendre que vous n’étes
pas femme?” the sculptor asks triumphantly, when Zambinella shrieks
with horror at the sight of a snake (252). Sarrasine’s tragic flaw is, quite
appropriately, a kind of blindness; he uses art as a standard by which to
measure reality. In response to the singer’s timid hint, “Si je n’étais pas une
femme?” Sarrasine, with the compounded confidence of the male and the
artist, replies: “La bonne plaisanterie! . . . Crois-tu pouvoir tromper 1'oeil
d’un artiste?” (252) Sarrasine, indeed, loves in Zambinella the most
stereotypical features of femininity, and represses any manifestations of
atypical behavior, especially her attempts at telling the real truth, which
she does, significantly, in a “voix grave,” with the double meaning of the
French word “grave”—both serious and low:
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82 Dominique Jullien

“Ecoutez, Monsieur,” dit-elle d’une voix grave.

“ Oh! tais-toi,” dit I’artiste enivré. “Les obstacles attisent I’amour dans mon
coeur.” (253)

Thus the confusion between life and art is both the cause of love and
the obstacle to love. Sarrasine falls in love with a fiction, later to find out
that there is, in a way, no reality. Reality in Zambinella’s case means
nothing: Sarrasine says “Tu n’es rien” (neither man nor woman). Only
appearance (dress) gives Zambinella a sexual identity: when dressed as a
woman, she is a woman, etc. Zambinella is pure surface, like the painting
in which she initially appears. The making of the clay statue is described as
an undressing—but there is “nothing” underneath her lace and ribbons,
underneath the excessive pageantry of conventional femininity.4 Béatrix
similarly falls in love with an image (the portrait of Adonis), only to find
out that reality and representation have been monstrously scrambled in the
story, which carries within itself a spell of castration.

The unfolding of the narrator’s story repeats the pattern of the Sar-
rasine story. Very skillfully, the narrator evades the question he is sum-
moned to answer, in order to delay the surprise of a theatrical revelation.
To Béatrix’s question (“Who is the old man?”) he answers by the story of
the statue; a question about a real human being produces an answer about
an image.

“Mais,” me dit Madame de Rochefide, “quel rapport existe-t-il entre cette
histoire et le petit vieillard que nous avons vu chez les Lanty?”

“Madame, le cardinal Cicognara se rendit maitre de la statue de Zambinella
et la fit exécuter en marbre; elle est aujourd’hui dans le musée Albani. C'est
12 qu’en 1791 la famille Lanty la retrouva, et pria Vien de la copier.”

“Mais ce ou cette Zambinella?”
“Ne saurait étre, madame, que le grand-oncle de Marianina.” (257)

The different threads of the story are thus tied together in a final and
masterful coup de théitre—the very theatrical effect which the narrator was
so anxious to prepare earlier on:

“Mais,” me dit Madame de Rochefide en m’interrompant, “je ne vois encore
ni Marianina ni son petit vieillard.”

“Vous ne voyez que lui!” m’écriai-je, impatienté comme un auteur auquel
on fait manquer l'effet d’un coup de théatre.

Of course, the irony of the situation is that he is unwittingly setting himself
up as the victim of his own coup de théitre: by adding yet another artistic
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Stories and Women 83

layer to the Sarrasine story, he is casting upon himself a repetition of the
spell that caused the sculptor’s downfall.

Galeotto fu 'l libro

Les Secrets de la princesse de Cadignan tells the story of a woman who
seduces a writer—that is, a story-teller—by telling him a story: a fictional
version of her life. She attempts to replace one story with another, the true
story (her reputation—the story told by others about her scandalous life
and many affairs) with the false one (her own version, in which she
portrays herself as an innocent victim). At every step of the story, imagina-
tion is the indispensable medium for seduction. Before the two
protagonists meet in person, their reputations have already preceded
them—d’Arthez as a famous writer and a man of genius, and the princess
as a fatal seductress. To further excite his imagination, his friends tell
d’Arthez that the princess is in love with him: another piece of misinforma-
tion destined to come true in the course of time. D’ Arthez thus composes a
mythical image of the princess, which will then be superimposed upon the
flesh-and-blood woman. As Jean Roudaut writes in his Preface to the 1971
edition, “La passion est antérieure a la rencontre: elle est liée a une fabula-
tion proprement romanesque” (16). In Les Secrets de la princesse de Cadignan,
as in other Etudes de femme, love arises from the interplay of narration and
imagination. Gaston de Nueil is attracted to Madame de Beauséant after
hearing the story of her love affair with Ajuda-Pinto; the second affair will
be fated to repeat the first one, as he, in turn, abandons her (La Femme
abandonnée). Madame de Listomeére falls in love with Rastignac after she
receives the love letter he wrote to another woman, but sent to her by
mistake (Etude de femme).

Not unlike Sarrasine, d’Arthez has had little experience of women in
real life, even though he is able to describe and analyze them successfully
as characters in his works:

. a force de l'étudier (la femme), il a fini par ne plus la connaitre,
semblable en ceci & ces profonds tacticiens qui seraient toujours battus sur
des terrains imprévus, olt sont modifiés et contrariés leurs axiomes scientifi-
ques. (255)

This is precisely what enables the princess to seduce him. She knows (and
he doesn’t) that seduction is a manipulation of images. Consequently, she
must present herself as a literary character; she must become a fiction.
“Dans les cercles élégants, on disait que Diane voulait écrire un livre” (244).
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84 Dominique Jullien

Her book is the rewriting of her life story, the transformation of a real
woman into a fiction.

Seduction being a woman's special skill, the princess is truly as great a
genius as d’Arthez is in his field. She proceeds to recreate herself entirely,
to transform herself into her own masterpiece, appearing first in virginal
blue and white, then in the famous grey dress which symbolizes her rejec-
tion of worldly affairs.” But her most skillful invention is the manipulation
of story-telling: she seduces d’ Arthez by telling him a love story, that of the
silent, platonic love felt for her by Michel Chrestien, the republican friend
of the writer who was killed in the 1830 revolution. In a piece of masterful
strategy, she backs up her visual image with the evidence of the story. The
virginal colors and the platonic love become mirror-like proofs of each
other: Michel Chrestien believed I was an angel, and the proof is I am
wearing blue and white; 1 am wearing blue and white because I am an
angel, and the proof is that Michel Chrestien believed it.

Contrary to d’Arthez, then, the princess has read Dante; she knows
that love stories serve as go-betweens. The Michel Chrestien story also
serves another purpose: it creates a rivalry between the dead lover and his
friend. The memory of the noble Michel Chrestien is consciously placed by
the princess as an obstacle between d’Arthez and herself. The past love
story is used to support the unspoken, visual message conveyed by the
presence of the princess’s son. By appearing in the role of mother, the
princess disqualifies herself as a potential lover. The duchess misinterprets
this move of seduction strategy: the princess is not trying to “fai[re] accep-
ter & d’Arthez toutes les difficultés du premier coup” (26), but rather to
erect the obstacles on which desire feeds. The blue and white dress, the son,
the story of a chivalrous and chaste love, are the formidable obstacles the
princess offers to d’ Arthez’s imagination. Like Paolo and Francesca before
him, d’ Arthez cannot but fall for this tale of noble adultery.

By telling the story of Michel Chrestien to d’Arthez, she consciously
brings about two simultaneous identification processes. First she identifies
herself with the idealized image that Michel Chrestien had of her (this is
the only one that d’ Arthez will thereafter perceive); secondly, she identifies
d’Arthez with her former lover: “elle exprima finement cette idée que
Daniel et Michel étaient deux ames jumelles,” while Balzac, with a some-
what lesser degree of finesse, adds that d’Arthez “se fourr[ait] les pieds
dans les souliers du républicain mort” (269).

By portraying herself as an angel, the princess combines both features
of seduction: seduction as deceit (her story is a lie, whereby she leads her
lover to believe, against the true version of facts) and seduction as
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Stories and Women 85

manipulation of fiction. The climax of her seduction occurs when, after
having portrayed her mother and husband in an abominable light (“apres
lui avoir servi une mere hachée en morceaux”) (294), she bursts into tears,
then loudly blows her nose. Not unlike the “snake proof” in Sarrasine , this
serves for d’Arthez as irrefutable evidence of the princess’s truthfulness.
“Quelle est la princesse qui se mouche?” (298) Both the sculptor and the
writer are misled by their relying on an erroneous general truth: women
are afraid of snakes; princesses don’t blow their noses. Ironically, the writer
has been fooled by “le naturel de ce roman” (299). For d’Arthez, who
doesn’t know (and will never learn) that a “natural” attitude can be im-
itated by art, the fact that the princess blows her nose is a certain proof that
she is not acting, and hence, that her story is true.

Of course, the princess is acting, and the nose-blowing trick is just
another one of her “secrets.” At this point life and art become indistin-
guishable, masterfully interwoven. The princess has reached her goal of
“se faire . . ce qu’elle devait étre” (275); she has turned herself into a
fictional character, and is thereafter “condemned” to become and remain
the angel she impersonates for her lover. Reality stems from fiction, truth
from lie. She has usurped the writer’s role, telling a story while he was
reduced to the passive position of a listener. Once he becomes her lover,
the great writer writes no more:

Depuis ce jour, il n’a plus été question de la princesse de Cadignan, ni de
d’Arthez . . . D’Arthez ne se montre qu’a la Chambre. Enfin, ses publica-
tions sont devenues excessivement rares. Est-ce un dénouement? Oui, pour
les gens d’esprit; non, pour ceux qui veulent tout savoir. (309)

The princess has, etymologically speaking, seduced him, led him away
from his task as a writer. But the significance of this “happy ending” is
more enigmatic, and points to the underlying connections between life and
art. Literature has taken the place of real life. After a month of chaste
conversations on literary topics (“aprés un mois de campagnes littéraires et
de beaux discours platoniques”) (282), the writer responds, like Francesca,
with a kiss—a revealing role reversal:

D Arthez, pour la premiere fois, aprés soixante jours pleins de protocoles,
osa prendre cette main tiéde et parfumée, il la porta sous ses lévres, il y mit
un long baiser, trainé depuis le poignet jusqu’aux ongles avec une si
délicate volupté que la princesse inclina sa téte en augurant trés bien de la
littérature. (287)

Moreover, the writer has fallen in love with a fictional character. His
imagination has nothing left to process.  Before loving the princess, d'-
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Arthez had known only baser forms of love, with women whose very
imperfection was a stimulation for his creativity, for imagination was
needed to transform the model into the more perfect forms of artistic
fiction.

Michel Chrestien accordait aux hommes de génie le pouvoir de transformer

les plus massives créatures en sylphides, les sottes en femmes d’esprit, les

paysannes en marquises: plus une femme était accomplie, plus elle perdait
a leurs yeux; car, selon lui, leur imagination n’avait rien a y faire. (256)

But the princess is already an angel: the poetic transformation has already
taken place in life, undercutting the writer’s creative powers and reducing
him to silence. The princess, no longer d’Arthez, is now the artist.

The process has come full circle: life and art are caught in a game of
mirrors. The princess uses the writer’s powers (the capacity of transform-
ing life into art) against him, by presenting as life (reality) an image, a
fiction, an artistic representation. Her sincere confession, her natural be-
havior, are the highest achievement of artifice. The story is told with a
writer’s skill:

Elle ressemblait & un grand artiste se complaisant dans les lignes indécises
d’une ébauche, str d’achever dans une heure d’inspiration le chef-d’oeuvre
encore flottant dans les limbes de I’enfantement. (283)

In making constant references to literature, the tale displays all the
elaborate trappings of self-consciousness: “. . . vous ne savez pas qu’en
inventant vos drames, ils sont surpassés par ceux qui se jouent dans les
familles en apparence les plus unies” (286); “. . . vous autres qui faites des
drames, vous n’en inventerez jamais un aussi noir” (291); “les Deux Freres
ennemis sont une tragédie a I'eau de rose auprés d’une mere et d’'une fille
placées comme nous le flimes alors” (292), etc. By constantly comparing
her story (which she claims to be true life) with literature, she is playing on
the same paradoxes as Sarrasine: verisimilitude vs. truth. Reality, she tells
d’Arthez, is more fictional (more unbelievable) than fiction; a statement
which serves to prevent him from suspecting that her “reality” is actually
fiction.

“Nous n’inventons jamais que le vrai” (300): the irony of this state-
ment by the genius d’Arthez, a variation on Boileau’s “le vrai peut
quelquefois n’étre pas vraisemblable,” lies in the fact that it is precisely
what enables the princess to blindfold him. The result of seduction can
therefore be analyzed in terms of degrees of understanding. According to
the common or naive view, fiction goes beyond reality: this is the first
degree of perception, and what d’Arthez initially believes before meeting
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the princess. According to the second degree, or “half-clever” level ("demi-
habile" for Pascal), reality goes beyond fiction: this is what the princess
leads d’Arthez to believe. Cleverness, the third degree, is a return to com-
mon perception: fiction goes beyond reality. While the princess places
herself at the third degree, d’ Arthez remains at the second degree: he does
not understand that this is, as they say, something one does with mirrors.
While the princess is clever, d’Arthez goes from being naive to being
half-clever; seduction takes him one step beyond naiveté, but also, by the
same token, one final step away from literature.

Columbia University

NOTES

1. In S/Z, Roland Barthes defines the contract in Sarrasine as “une nuit d’amour
contre une belle histoire.” He sees in Sarrasine an exemplary mise en abyme of the
condition of story-telling in general: “Le Récit: monnaie d’échange, objet de contrat,
enjeu économique, en un mot, marchandise, dont la transaction, qui peut aller, comme
ici, jusqu’au véritable marchandage, n’est plus limitée au cabinet de I'éditeur mais se
représente elle-méme, en abyme, dans la narration? Telle est la théorie affabulée par
Sarrasine. Voila la question que se pose peut-étre tout récit” (95).

2. Roland Barthes entitles this section of his commentary “Mourir d’ignorance,”
and insists on the role of cultural codes: “Ignorant le code des moeurs papales,
Sarrasine meurt d’une lacune de savoir (‘ne savez-vous pas . . ."), d'un blanc dans le
discours des autres” (1970, 190).

3. Itis interesting to relate Barthes’s choice of Sarrasine with his fascination for
traditional Japanese theater, in which female roles are played by male actors. “Le
travesti oriental ne copie pas la Femme, il la signifie: il ne s’empoisse pas dans son
modele, il se détache de son signifié: la Féminité est donnée a lire, non a voir: transla-
tion, non transgression” (1970, 69). One might say that in Zambinella’s case there is,
conversely, “transgression, non translation," since the impersonation of femininity is
an imitation, a copy, aimed at deceiving the audience.

4. Barthes analyzes this episode as an illustration of the paradoxes of realism:
“le sculpteur arrache a la Zambinella ses voiles pour atteindre ce qu'il croit étre la
vérité de son corps; de son c6té, le sujet, Sarrasine, a travers des leurres répétés, se
dirige fatalement vers I'état vrai du castrat, le vide qui lui tient, lieu de centre. Ce
double mouvement est celui de 1'équivoque réaliste. L’artiste sarrasinien veut
déshabiller I'apparence, aller toujours plus loin, derriére, en vertu du principe idéaliste
qui identifie le secret a la vérité: il faut donc passer dans le modele, sous la statue,
derriere la toile (C'est ce qu’un autre artiste balzacien, Frenhofer, demand a la toile
idéale dont il réve)” (1970, 128).

5. Another famous victim of the Princesse de Cadignan’s seduction strategy is of
course the Baron de Charlus in Proust's Sodomme et Gomorrhe. He praises the grey
dress Albertine is wearing: “Vous avez justement ce soir la toilette de la princess de
Cadignan, pas la premiére, celle du diner, mais la seconde” (441-442). In this Prous-
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tian posterity of the story one can observe another instance of the chain reaction of
seduction. Charlus is seduced not so much by the intrinsic beauty of the outfit, as by
the literary reminiscences it evokes in him, just as he likes the story because he knows
the garden in which the opening dialogue takes palace: “Oh! c’est une nouvelle ex-
quise,” dit le baron d’un ton réveur. “Je connais le petit jardin oi Diane de Cadignan
se promena avec Mme d’Espard. C'est celui d'une de mes cousines” (442). It is
obviously appropriate that Charlus fall prey to the same illusion as d’Arthez: the
confusion of life and art, which leads both characters to artistic sterility. In his 1900
article on “John Ruskin,” Proust criticizes more explicitly this “péché intellectuel” of
idolatry in Montesquiou,

“qui aime a retrouver dans la toilette d'une de ses amies “la robe et la
coiffure mémes que portait la princesse de Cadignan le jour ou elle vit
d’Arthez pour la premiére fois” . . . La toilette de Mme de Cadignan est une
ravissante invention de Balzac parce qu’elle donne une idée de I'art de Mme
de Cadignan . . . Mais une fois dépouillée de 'esprit qui est en elle, elle n’est
plus qu'un signe dépouillé de la signification, c’est-a-dire rien; et continuer
a l'adorer, jusqu’a s’extasier de la retrouver dans la vie sur un corps de
femme, c’est 12 proprement de Y'idolatrie. (Contre Sainte-Beuve, 135-136)

While d’Arthez confuses reality and fiction in his love for the princess, thereby
losing his creative powers, the idolatrous readers of the story, the real Montesquiou or
the fictional Charlus, once again call upon themselves the spell of sterility by worship-
ping an esthetic detail arbitrarily transplanted into real life.
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