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In the late 19th century, a man of great literary talent and aspirations emerged and received much attention in France.  He was born Henri René Albert Guy de Maupassant on August 5, 1850 in Dieppe, France.  However, he is better known in history as the French writer Guy de Maupassant.  Guy is the oldest son of Gustave de Maupassant and Laure Le Poittevin de Maupassant.  They also share a second son together named Hervé, who will eventually suffer a fate similar to that of his older brother, Guy.  Their mother, Laure, loved her sons more than life itself.  She wrote in a letter to Gustave Flaubert that she believed that her sons were the only things in this life that could give her true happiness.  After the birth of Hervé, her interest in her husband began to fade.  She no longer had any need for him now that she had gotten what she wanted, her children.

Guy’s childhood was not exactly what you would call typical of the time.  In a time in France when divorce did not yet exist, his mother, a very independent and free-spirited woman, mustered up the courage to file for separation from her husband.  Guy was only 11 years old and his brother was 5.  Outdoors was a place that Guy loved to be, he was truly a lover of nature.  As a child, he was allowed much more freedom than most of the other children his age.  He would often roam freely along the countryside and he even had his own boat.  Fishing and canoeing were other outdoor activities that he frequently enjoyed.  His mother was an eccentric woman, very much unlike the typical woman of her time period; she was also very educated and well read.  She did not worry about the social disgrace she might face leaving her husband and made sure her husband would still pay an annual sum to support his 2 young sons and she was to have control of the dowry.  After leaving her husband, she moved with her sons to Etretat, a small village in Normandy.  Her passion was literature, a passion that she had procured from her brother, Alfred Le Poittevin, and their childhood friend and playmate, Gustave Flaubert, who was a famous writer. One of his most famous and notable works was Madame Bovary.  The literature she enjoyed the most was the literature of Shakespeare and she loved poetry.  Alfred was a poet and was very dear to her and when he died at age 32 in 1848, she was heartbroken and filled with grief.  However, she began to see a resemblance to her brother in Guy and deeply wanted Guy to become a poet just like her brother.  Laure believed that Guy’s literary aspirations should be encouraged and when she received a letter from Flaubert, who was also heartbroken from the death of Alfred, after her separation from her husband, she decided to tell him about her older son.  She wrote to Flaubert saying that he would not believe the similarities between Guy and Alfred and that she really believed that the 2 of them should meet.  After their meeting, Flaubert was convinced that Guy was remarkable and had a bright future ahead of him; he was truly a gifted individual.

In 1864, Guy became a student at the school of Yvetot.  Although he was intelligent, his differences in opinion often got him into trouble.  After a sermon given at his school on eternal damnation, Guy was overheard mocking the event and was warned that he could have been expelled for much less of an offense.  Religion was not a concept that Guy was very fond of and has said that he has always felt hostile towards the topic.  He said that he could see nothing but the ridiculous side of religious ceremonies.  Eventually, he was expelled from Yvetot for writing offensive poetry in 1868.  After his expulsion, he set out to study at the Lyceé in Rouen that same year, where he again meets his mother’s friend and well renowned writer, Gustave Flaubert.  While in school, Guy saved the life of the writer Algernon Charles Swinburne from drowning.  He also meets another young writer, who is also adored by Flaubert, Louis Bouilhet.  Bouilhet was a great poet and wanted to help make Guy a great poet as well and mentored him.  It seems as though everyone around Guy wanted him to become a poet, just like his uncle Alfred had been before his death.  One year later, in 1869, he received his Bachelier és lettres and went off to Paris to study law.

His law studies were put on hold in 1870, when the Franco-Prussian war broke out between Germany and France.  Guy volunteered to serve his country in the war and went off to serve it honorably.  While serving he was almost captured by the enemies, but because of quickness and strength was able to escape just in time.  He wrote about the event and the fear it had caused him in letters back home to his mother.  After 10 months, the conflict was at last resolved and the war had come to an end.  In September 1871, Guy retired from the military service of the Third Republic and returned back home to his mother in Etretat.  This time in Guy’s life, serving in the Franco-Prussian war, would have a big impact on his writing and the success of his future works.  It was an event that shaped his character.  Now that he was home from the war, Guy was troubled, not knowing whether or not he should return to his previously abandoned law studies.  He was put under the care of Flaubert, who would serve as a guide and mentor for Guy and encourage his literary aspirations.  They would meet weekly and discuss literature.  Gustave de Maupassant, Guy’s father, was pushing for Guy to take the examinations necessary to get a job in the Ministry.  He was highly concerned about Guy’s future and career.  After much hesitation and questioning, Guy finally took his father’s advice and passed the examinations at Viennes to be admitted into the Commissariat (military) Department.  To Guy’s misery, in March 1872, he got a temporary job as a clerk in the library of the Ministry, thanks to his well established connections.  Nearly a year later, in January 1873, he secured a permanent position in the printing and stationary department where he was in charge of paper and other stationary supplies.  The job was literally “hell” for Guy and he resented it whole-heartedly.  However, he knew what little choice he had at the moment.  He served a “literary apprenticeship” under Flaubert for nearly 10 years and lived and worked under his guidance.  During this time spent with Flaubert, Guy was introduced to many famous writers in the elite literary circle.  Guy is transferred to the ministry of education in 1878.  Although Guy is still “trapped” in these clerk jobs, he is also an editor for several newspapers and is still an aspiring writer, looking for his big break into literary fame.  He would often use office time and stationary supplies to write.
Guy finally resigned from the ministry, the job that he disliked so thoroughly, in 1879, even though Flaubert advised that he not do so yet.  Flaubert never seemed to think it was the “right time” for Guy to quit the ministry to become a writer, he wanted Guy to be fully prepared.  The clerk jobs however caused Guy much personal distress and low feelings of worth and accomplishment.  These are feelings that will later be reflected in some of his short stories.  In 1880, he published his first verse of poetry that was titled “Des Vers”.  Also in 1880, he published his first major literary work “Boule de Suif” which was considered to be his greatest work, his masterpiece.  Flaubert was the first to congratulate Guy on his first success.  Flaubert died in 1880 in Rouen.  The first collections of stories that Guy wrote were published shortly afterwards, in 1881.  Guy continues on to enjoy a very prolific writing career.  Through the span of his career, Guy writes over 300 short stories, 6 novels, a book of verse and many newspaper articles.  Between 1882 and 1887, 250 of these short stories were written, this was his most active time period as a writer, and a time when his illness had not yet completely consumed him.  The stories written by Guy are all variably different from one another.  His stories contain a theme of detachment and bitter irony.  Guy is considered to be one of the father’s of the short story and has been known to add “twist” endings to his stories. Guy wrote 6 novels in his lifetime, all of which were written between 1883 and 1890:  Une Vie (1883), Bel Ami (1885), Mont-Oriol (1887), Pierre et Jean (1888), Fort Comme La Mort (1889), and Notre Coeur (1890).  Throughout his career he is also contributed to multiple newspapers, including: Le Figaro, Le Gaulois, L’Echo de Paris, and Gil Blas, which he wrote many articles for.
Male and female characters in the stories and novels of Guy de Maupassant appear to play very interesting roles in his stories.  Earlier in his works, he has a very sympathetic view towards women.  The men appear to be manipulators and the women seem to find themselves unable to release themselves from the control of the dominant male characters in the story.  The women are seen as victims, prey for the cold male character to take advantage of. They see the females as objects and property, not as human beings and they are often used and abandoned.  The male characters are possessive and destructive.  Guy always defended women against men and society in general.  In his personal life, Guy did not at all believe in marriage.  He saw marriage as a way for men to exploit women and saw marriage as a form of slavery and oppression.  He advocated for free love; he believed that 2 people should be able to be together and be faithful to one another without marriage, which would eliminate the legal constraints that marriage forces onto people in society.  This was his way of rationalizing his inability to love and his promiscuity.  Consequently, as the years went on, Guy was becoming increasingly attracted to destructive women.
The psychology behind these views Maupassant possessed can probably be traced to some of the women that were closest to him in his life.  Laure Le Poittevin, his mother, whom I mentioned earlier, was probably the biggest influence on Guy’s way of thinking.  After her separation from Guy’s father when Guy was 11, Laure did not hesitate to complain excessively about her misery and marital despair.  She held a very active hostility towards her husband and frequently told Guy about the horror and misery she experienced in married life and told Guy how much she hated and resented his father.  Guy began to sympathize with his mother and held his father fully accountable for his mother’s pain and suffering.  As a writer, Guy continued to feel this hostility towards his father and in an effort to separate himself from his father’s name, changed his name multiple times, using pseudonyms instead of his real name.  Guy went by 3 different pseudonyms throughout his writing career.  The first of which was Joseph Prunier, second was Guy de Valmont and finally Maufrigneuse.  He may have separated his name from his father’s, but like his father, Guy led a life of promiscuity, which would eventually and sorrowfully lead to his downfall.  The other major influence on these thoughts was a girlfriend of Guy’s named Gisèle d’Estoc.  Born in 1863, Gisèle was another eccentric woman of the times.  She was a writer, painter, sculptor, journalist and had written a psychological study on Joan of Arc.  Frequently, Gisèle would go out dressed as a man and believed that she was advanced copy of a new “third sex” that was emerging that included both male and female characteristics.  She was considered to be a masculine woman (like Guy’s mother) and she also, like Guy, did not believe in commitment.  François, Guy’s valet, said that Gisèle was a manipulative woman that preyed on Guy’s strengths.  Guy may have been attracted to Gisèle because of how much she reminded Guy of his mother.  As a child, Guy was a victim of excessive mother adoration and was pretty much given the role of husband as far as his mother was concerned.  In later works, Guy changes the roles of the men and the women in his stories.  Men are now the victims and are the ones being manipulated and possessed by the female characters.
Later works begin to reveal Guy’s personal illnesses and drastic mental decline.  Slowly, he was going mad from the syphilis he contracted in what was guessed to be around 1876.  His brother Hervé suffered from the same disease and his fate almost identically matches that of his brother.  Guy had to painfully watch his brother, Hervé, die in an asylum on November 13, 1889, completely insane because of the disease.  Near the end of Guy’s life, he started losing his grip with reality.  He confided in his valet, François, that he was having hallucinations and was suffering from nightmares.  His physical health and mental health deteriorated drastically between 1887 and 1890.  Completely depressed, Guy slit his throat in 1892.  He was saved, however, by François and by Doctor Valcourt.  After this incident Guy was put in an asylum, just like his younger brother had been years earlier.  He spent the rest of his life in asylums, until he died on July 6, 1893 in Passy.  Guy wrote his own inscription for his tomb: “I have coveted everything and taken pleasure in nothing”.  This is a very powerful statement and self-reflection; clearly Guy had many regrets near the end of his life.

One of Guy’s short stories was “La Parure” (translation: “The Necklace” or “The Ornament”), which was written in 1884.  The story was centered around a very narcissistic and shallow woman named Mathilde Loisel.  Mathilde was very unhappy with the way her life had turned out, she was poor and married to a clerk who worked for the ministry.  One day, her husband came home with a surprise for her, it was an invitation to the Ministry Ball.  Instead of being happy, Mathilde became upset telling her husband she did not have a proper dress or jewelry for the occasion.  She winds up borrowing a beautiful diamond necklace from an old wealthy of hers, Madame Forestier and her husband gives her 400 francs to buy a new dress, even though he had been saving that exact amount of money to buy something for himself.  At the ball, she is the most beautiful woman there, she is ecstatic and has a great time.  When she returns home, the necklace is no longer around her neck and as hard as her husband tries to retrace their steps, he cannot find it.  When they finally find a necklace to replace the old one, it costs them 36,000 francs and they do not tell Madame Forestier the truth about the incident, giving her the new necklace.  They both spend 10 years trying to pay off the myriad of debt they buried themselves in, and this harsh lifestyle is reflected in Mathilde’s physical appearance.  After the debts are all paid, Mathilde runs into Madame Forestier at the park and tells her about the necklace and the debt her and her husband had to pay.  Unfortunately, Madame Forestier tells Mathilde that the necklace was a fake and that it was only worth about 500 francs.  This story is a perfect example of one of Guy’s stories with a “twist” ending.  It is also a deep reflection of his personal thoughts and feelings.  Guy was himself known to be a very shallow person.  The reference to her husband being a poor clerk that worked for the ministry cannot be ignored.  That was a position that Guy had himself held, a position that he loathed.  It appears that Mathilde also loathed this title.  She appears to have little respect for husband and does not appear to care for or appreciate him in the same way that he does for her.  Guy may have been under the impression that his clerk title gave him a low worth and that he did not feel like a very important person in society.  No matter what Mathilde’s husband does, Mathilde is always unimpressed and is always only thinking of herself.  Her vanity and pride are what ironically leads to her ultimate downfall.
A short story of Guy’s that I found extremely interesting was “Le Horla” (translation: “The Horla”), which was written in 1887.  This story is written in journal entry form and shows a man’s progression into madness.  The man believes that an invisible being is haunting him and making him lose his mind, he later names this being “Le Horla”.  He can feel the Horla’s presence and it taunts him.  He also believes the Horla is drinking his water and milk while he is sleeping at night.  Eventually he comes up with a plan to trap the Horla inside of his house.  When he believes he has locked the Horla inside, he sets the home on fire and it quickly becomes engulfed in flames.  When he hears screaming noises coming from the house, he realizes that his servants are still inside.  He runs to get help in the village, but it proves to be too late.  He decides that the Horla is still alive and that he will never be able to kill it, he believes that the only way out is to now kill himself.  This story was written during an interesting period in Guy’s life.  It was written in 1887, the same year that Guy’s mental illness began taking a turn for the worst.  He complained to those close to him of his own personal hallucinations and nightmares, perhaps something similar to what he was describing in this story and something that made him feel suicidal, as the character in the story was.  Guy did try to kill himself by slitting his own throat in 1892.  I can only image the struggle he himself must have been going through at the time.
“Boule de Suif” (translation: “Ball-of-Fat”), written in 1880, was Guy’s first literary work and his most famous work.  The story takes place during the Franco-Prussian war, a war that Guy had volunteered to serve in 10 years before the story’s publication.  There is a carriage full of all different people, one of whom is a prostitute, who has the name “Ball-of-Fat”.  She is snubbed by the more wealthy and well-established people on the carriage who know of her profession and wish not to associate with her.  They continue this cold treatment until she shares her food with them while they are starving, an act she is more than happy to carry out.  When they are captured by the German soldiers, she is called in to speak with the German officer; he will let them all go free, but only if Ms. Rousset (Ball-of-Fat) will sleep with him.  She refuses and becomes extremely angry.  At first, the rest of them share in her anger and disgust, but as time goes on they grow to become impatient, trying to plot a way to get her to go with the officer so they can be free to go.  Eventually, the Count makes Ms. Rousset feel bad and she goes to sleep with the officer, they are all released the next morning.  The treatment of Ms. Rousset is now cold once again, they won’t even look at her, as if she had done something horribly disgusting and beneath them.  I guess they forgot that she was the only reason that they were being released at the moment.  As the carriage rolls along, they begin to feast on the food that they had taken with them for the rest of the trip, not sharing any with Ball-of-Fat, who had not had the chance to grab any food and who had been more than gracious to them at the start of the journey.  They don’t even think of her and they definitely do not care about the despair and shame that she is feeling.  She begins to weep because of all of the shame that she feels, yet still they ignore her completely.  Although this wasn’t particularly one of my favorite short stories by Guy, it has a tragic genius to it that cannot be ignored.  It questions the definition of morality.  It humanizes a prostitute who would otherwise in society be judged without anyone ever getting to know her as a person.  Ball-of-Fat’s morale and integrity was much higher than that of her snobbish peers, who judged her for her deeds without taking a closer look at their own moral abandonment.  She countlessly sacrificed for their benefit, but they would not do the same for her.  I had to really reflect on the message of this story before I could fully appreciate it.  Guy truly was an exceptional writer and his short stories are still looked upon today as a model of writing to aspire towards.  There was a beauty to his simplicity and he was an asset to the world of French literature back in his time and also today.
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