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into consideration his contribution in specific areas of fiction in various sub-

genres where his influence is distinctly seen. As Greta Slobin states: 

“Turgenev’s influence is even more apparent in the 

development of psychological fiction.  He has a gentle touch 

that captures complex and nuanced emotional states in his 

characters and can be seen as a precursor to Henry James and 

Joseph Conrad.” ( qtd in. Sloban) 

Summarizing her study of Turgenev’s general contribution to Russian 

and world literature in general, Grata Slobin affirms beyond any point of 

doubt his credentials  

“as a crucially important contributor to the classical cannon of 

Russian literature and to consider his continuing international 

importance from a 21st century vantage point.” ( Slobin).   

Further she defends Turgenev against the charges of various critics 

who have talked about certain banalities in his world view which put him at an 

artistically lower category as opposed to Tolstoy and Dostoevsky –  To quote 

her words : 

“Still in discerning the surfaces of things does not preclude 

profound intellectual or psychological insight.  Nor is respect 

for foreign civilizations proof of coolness towards one’s own.” 

(Slobin) 

Turgenev published his first collection of stories Sportsman’s Sketches 

in 1852.  They were of unequal length --- some getting into a few pages, but 
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many of them were vignettes of one to two pages.  The most remarkable thing 

about them was the language he employs to present the Russian peasant life.  

The simple direct, but often poetic style was something entirely new not only 

in Russian but in the whole world.  The stories were very well-received by the 

people and critics as well and The Sportsman’s Sketches became a remarkable 

book in Russian literature and received encomiums from such illustrious 

writers like Tolstoy and Dostoevsky. 

A close look at the stories reveals that Turgenev was not concerned 

about style, plot or many other things that were the principal concerns of a 

number of writers of the earlier period.  But there is a certain fluency and ease 

about them and  a gentle grace that impresses one and after completing the 

story it leaves a kind of charm, an aura and a faint sense of melancholy that 

lingers in our minds reminding us of the bitter sweet moments in the stories.  

This unique aspect of his work was universally noted and greatly acclaimed by 

European writers like Flaubert, James and Conrad.  His perspective towards 

writing is once expressed by him in the following words asked about his 

evocation; of nature he said that:  

“Mountains, rocks, waterfalls which strike me with 

astonishment --- commonly called nature’s beauties ---- I did 

not care to have nature impose itself upon me.  I could not live 

without my fellow creatures --- their talk, their laughter, their 

movements were the objects of prime necessity.” (Turgenev 1).  
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According to him the primary duty of art is to just reflect life as it is --- 

and not express an opinion.  The Sportsman’s Sketches  is a live example of 

Turgenev’s ideas about art.  The stories inspired the Tsar so much that he 

finally took a decision to abolish serfdom which was a great achievement for 

any aspiring writer.  His works  though not as overtly poised as those of 

Dickens’ show the same degree of intensity and commitment towards the 

social responsibility of a writer.  However Turgenev’s speech at the Gogol 

Centenary Celebrations created a political controversy and Turgenev 

suspected for his Nihilistic beliefs and was sentenced to a three year house 

imprisonment. 

From what he said about nature, we may clearly surmise Turgenev’s 

marked preference for characterization as his principal tool in writing.  He also 

thought that there can be no plot in his stories as that would make it 

preplanned and artificial.  In this he is closer to Merimee than the naturalists.  

However he differed from both schools of thought in that he had certain 

qualities as a writer which were very rare.  He combined aesthetics with 

poetics --- and his language was always that of a poet, and his vision that of a 

keen, intelligent, well-informed and accurate observer of life.  This explains 

his discontent with poetry, drama or fiction that was practiced by his 

predecessors. 

As Greta Slobin so impressively puts in “Turgenev finds a home in 

Russia abroad”:  
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“Turgenev felt and understood the opposite sides of life. He 

was imaginative, speculative, anything but literal…. Our 

Anglo-Saxon , protestant, moralistic conventional standards 

were far away from him and he judged things with a freedom 

and spontaneity in which I found a perpetual refreshment in his 

sense of beauty, his love of truth and right were foundation of 

his nature.” (Slobin). 

The balance  we see in his work , this is drawn from the position he 

takes from situation to situation and character to character and time to time. 

For example Gerasim  and  the landlady in Mumu are not treated as 

representatives of their respective class – but as two human beings with their 

typical thoughts and feelings. The landlady , for example, when Mumu is 

brought to her speaks in an ingratiating manner but when the dog  does not 

respond , she changes her tone and shouts : “Take her away” and then in an 

undertone; “Ah, disgusting little dog” . 

The incident brings out the human weakness of a character rather than 

the ego of the moneyed class .The  situation makes it funny, almost of a 

farcical nature. The dog loves Gerasim who had groomed her carefully and 

here is the landlady who wants it to love her immediately just because she is 

what she is. Turgenev builds his characters perfectly and carefully--- and he 

brings in the gentleness of a docile Gerasim  into direct contact with the ego 

and vanity of the landlady--- he rather makes his characters enact their 

qualities and the reader is allowed to absorb all the suggested and implied 
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meanings of the situation. Turgenev as a writer does not express any of his 

feelings. He makes the situations speak for themselves. 

Turgenev also realizes that all peasants and serfs may face the worst 

situations in their lives --- but they may not automatically oppose the 

aristocrats.. Turgenev very clearly shows `that the serfs  themselves were  very 

cruel and ruthless when they go to his room in a group:  

Gavrilo approached the door, thumping on it with his fist and 

shouting: “ Open the doors!” 

There was a stifled bark, but no other answer. 

“Open the door,I tell you!” 

“Why Gavrilo Andreich” said Stephan from the bottom step, 

“he’s deaf--- he can’t hear you.” 

Everyone laughed.” ( Turgenev 62). 

There is no compassion in their laughter. Throughout the story the 

serfs are so insensitive to the sufferings of others be it Tatlyana or Gerasim. . 

Cruelty is not the province of only the landowner, but the heartlessness of the 

fellow serfs is equally painful. 

  The Sportsman’s Sketches are a series of chance meetings with the 

people in the Russian provincial scene.  He meets several people on his 

hunting expeditions and his experiences are recorded in a sort of casual diary.  

His most celebrated stories of this collection are The District Doctor, The 

Bezhon Meadow and Mumu. 
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4.2 TURGENEV: SLICED/MULTI-TIER POINT OF VIEW 

The District Doctor is a story about Trifon, a doctor and his terminally 

ill patientAleksandra.  Once when the doctor was playing cards at a club, he 

got a note from an old lady that her daughter was dying and requested him to 

save her.   The doctor was received by a distressed old lady belonging to the 

middle class that had once seen better days.  The patient was a young lady of 

twenty years and her condition was very bad.  The doctor gave her some 

medicines for relief.  She was such a cute girl and he felt miserable for her 

hopeless condition.  He told the old lady frankly that the girl’s condition was 

very serious.  The mother entreated the doctor to save her daughter.   

When he visited the patient late that night a strange incident happened.  

The patient was awake and asked the doctor whether she was going to die.  

She did not trust the doctor’s assurances but thought he was a kind and honest 

person.  She held his hand and leaned towards him and whispered something 

in his ears.  Then she warned him not to reveal it to anyone.  The doctor could 

not make out a word that the patient said.  The next morning he decided to 

stay with the patient till the end.  The doctor felt that he was in love with her 

and that she too was fond of him. 

Aleksandra’s condition became worse each passing day.  She preferred 

to stay in the company of the doctor and used to hold his hand while she lay 

semi-conscious in her bed.  One day the doctor who was dozing in his chair at 

a late hour felt a hand in his side.  She took his hand and gave him a long look 

and said with a sigh: “How good are you!”  She said he was a kind honest man 
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and felt sad that she did not meet him earlier.  The doctor urged her to stay 

calm and all will be alright.  But she was in no doubt she would die and so 

confessed that she was in love with him.  The doctor also told her that he too 

loved her.  She hugged him and told him that her name was Aleksandra and 

asked him his name.  On hearing the name of Trifon, she frowned, shook her 

head and said something in French --- something unpleasant, of course.  Her 

laugh too was disregardful and suddenly disagreeable. The doctor left the 

room in a confused state.  He told the old lady that there was no hope and she 

had better call the priest.  The next day when he sat with the patient and when 

the old lady came in Aleksandra spoke with exaggerated excitement and 

loudly announced that she was in love with the doctor and that they had 

decided to live together.  The shocked old lady asked the doctor for an 

explanation.  The doctor said that she was not well and her mind was 

wandering.  The young lady said that the doctor said something else a moment 

ago and also took her ring.  She demanded that the doctor better give her his 

hand.  The doctor was nonplussed and left the room in total confusion. 

Aleksandra died the next day.  But before that she said to him:  

“Forgive me.  I am perhaps to blame towards you….. my 

illness….. but believe me; I have loved no one more than 

you…..do not forget me….. keep my ring.” ( Turgenev 55) 

The District Doctor is a very remarkable story and  the best    short 

story to be published till 1852.  It has a complex unconventional narrative 
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structure and a theme that comes through with great clarity and profound 

aesthetic and ethnical beauty, and excellent characterization. 

All the tools of the short story have come into view and the length also 

conforms to the norms.  Turgenev does not employ a direct narrative style.  

Given a very sensitive, romantic and unusual theme, it would have given his 

story the overtones of melodrama. If he had simply employed the third person 

narrative and made the village doctor relate the whole story, --- it might still 

be unconvincing on the one hand and monotonous on the other.  He could 

have chosen a dramatic mode and used a plot but then the work would have 

suffered the loss of another dimension, --- the point of view of the distant, 

learned persona.  Turgenev uses this as a filter and the reader is always 

conscious of how the passive persona is reaching to the theme.  

Turgenev disapproves the use of a plot as it concentrates 

disproportionately on the local issues and the universal aspects are totally or 

largely ignored as one concentrates more on the effect the whole thing 

produces on the reader.  He rejects the descriptive style as that gets into too 

many details which become too elaborate and disrupt the story line and the 

story fails to sustain its interest.  This sometimes happens in the novels of 

Dostoevsky.  Further the contents become unwieldy to be handled within the 

short space and span provided by the short story. Thus Turgenev has moved 

away from most of the conventional methods of narrative and evolved a new 

creative and innovative mode.  To avoid the melodrama or the monotony 

mentioned earlier --- he uses a multi-tiered and embedded point of view ---- 
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with the reader navigating between those modes of assimilation and 

/perception.  Thus he makes the village doctor narrate the strange romance 

with an ailing young lady punctuating it here and again with his interactions 

with the old lady which remind us of the actual situation.  Turgenev shows 

that romance does not and cannot exist in isolation or in the imagination but it 

is like a gem set inside the back ground of life which is like a tapestry of gold.  

A single focus narration by the doctor would have created a somber mood.  In 

contrast to this, in Turgenev’s story the actions may be perceived from the 

points of view of the doctor, the patient, the old lady and family from that of 

the passive narrator.  The advantage is an altering vintage point that sets up 

multiple views of the central theme or action that provides the advantage of 

neutralizing the extreme surges . of imagination to both acceptable and 

agreeable levels and of transforming an ethical or poetic relation into an 

aesthetic experience.   

Having rejected lengthy descriptions and the descriptive mode of 

presenting  a lot of content… which carries with it the danger of injecting what 

the author thinks of his characters or how he sees them and turning it into an 

allegedly good though essentially altered version of reality. Turgenev presents 

his characters through a simple but pacy  narrative prose .  

This is the theme of the story so beautifully conveyed in such 

deceptively simple words.  At the same time it controls the narrative by 

showing that the protagonist is fully aware of his limitations.  The story has 

multiple points of view and Turgenev’s use of point of view is different from 
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that of most writers.  This is the unique feature that makes his work very 

realistic.  His language and spirit are poetic but his vision is realistic.  He has 

the eye of an accurate photographer;, the heart of a poet and the mind of an 

intelligent observer. 

4.3 SHIFTS IN POINT OF VIEW 

The District Doctor starts with the visit of a doctor o the author who 

has a bout of fever.  The story is narrated in the first person for about a page 

and the doctor talks about an hour in his professional life.  This gives the story 

the advantage of a filtered point of view which presents the doctor’s version 

but maintains a parallel view to balance it.  The use of the brief first person 

narrative point of view is practiced by two other writers --- Shakespeare in his 

sonnets and Maupassant too introduces a brief first person narration in his 

stories.  This practice gives their essentially objective view with a mild touch 

of the personal. 

Another important and interesting tool used by Turgenev is the use of 

parenthesis at regular intervals when he passes a strong or very brief 

clarification about the narrator, which acts as a pointer.  Also it reminds us that 

the story is narrated to the author ----   and gives us a very important pause in 

our assessment of the theme --- and we have to make a fresh start.  We get 

four such parentheses in the story and they also give us the impression that the 

story is natural --- for nobody tells such a long story without interruptions.  

(The doctor turned away --- I took his hand)   P. 652 

(He cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes)  (Turgenev 646). 
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(The doctor made a brief pause)         (Turgenev 648). 

(The doctor looked down and groaned) (Turgenev 648) 

(He drank off a glass of water and began in a calm voice) 

(Turgenev 649) 

These parentheses are writer’s observations on the doctor and they give 

the reader a new pointer to assess the narrator.  They are a great potential as 

we will also know the author’s attitude to the narration.  Writers like Turgenev 

and James have sometimes experimented with the point of view of an 

unreliable narrator which casts an element of doubt in the mind of the reader. 

The District Doctor, like all Turgenev’s stories, presents Russian 

peasants’ life and the aura that is created by the author in a matter of a few 

pages is memorable.  With a few deft strokes, the atmosphere of a given place 

is brought to life and in this he shares this uncanny gift with two other writers 

--- Maupassant and R. K. Narayan whose Normandy and Malgudi also present 

the same aura as that of Turgenev.  So different in many aspects of their work, 

they share one common thing --- a great love for humanity and its crude 

behavior at crucial times.  Maupassant expresses it in a passionate 

involvement, Turgenev utters in a mild, melancholy reflection; and R. K. 

Narayan articulates in a humorous acceptance and exoneration.    

4.4 CHARACTERIZATION  AS   DENOUEMENT 

Turgenev is also great master of characterization and in The District 

Doctor the special aspect of the story is that all the characters, main or 

supporting, have a distinct role to play.  Not only the doctor and Aleksandra 
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but the other characters like the old lady or the narrator himself --- all of them 

stand out in our memory. 

The District Doctor is the first  story to incorporate all aspects of the 

short story ----  the structure Turgenev has used in his stories and novellas and 

his specific preferences have greatly influenced the later writers like Chekov, 

James and Conrad.  In the next five decades the short story saw a phenomenal 

growth and stature as an individual genre and some of the seminal works by 

great masters like Turgenev, Maupassant and Chekov.  The District Doctor 

stands in the forefront of these developments as a departure from all short 

fiction produced prior to 1852.  Though some of the stories discussed earlier 

and a few occasional master pieces by a few other writers were impressive.  

None of them had all the features typically connected to the modern short 

story.   

The District Doctor and Mumu were two of Turgenev’s best short 

stories and they can rank with masterpieces like Maupassant’s Bellflower and 

Chekov’s The Chorus Girl.  All these stories deal with girls who had genuine 

feelings and tender hearts yet all of them show great fortitude in facing the 

crises in their lives.  These stories prove in no unmistakable term that the 

intensity and sense of human concern that we associate with writers like 

Dickens and Dostoevsky is reflected in these stories.  It is great triumph for 

the short story that these writers were not only great innovators but they also 

take forward the great traditions of different literatures.  The main difference 

between the novel and the short story is that the novel had individual history 
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and tradition in each language whereas the short story had a truly global 

platform in the Naturalist School established by Emile Zola with members 

drawn from different nationalities.  The group included Flaubert, Turgenev, 

Maupassant, Daudet, the Goncourt brothers and Henry James.  Of these 

Flaubert, Turgenev and James were expert critics and theoreticians.   

4.5 POLITICAL & PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECTS  

Published in 1854 Mumu is Turgenev’s thematically most powerful 

story. Hearing about the hardworking serf Gerasim a wealthy old landlady 

takes him as yard keeper in her Moscow mansion. A deaf-mute who worked 

very hard, Gerasim falls in love with Tatlyana the laundress. However, the 

landlady gets Tatlyana .married to one of her serfs. Gerasim feels very sad --- 

but quietly attends the wedding of Tatlyana. On his way back to the mansion 

he comes across an injured dog. He saves it and brings it home with him and 

attends to its injury.  He names it Mumu , the only sound he can ever make 

.He hides it in his room  but  .somehow the landlady  sees it and orders her 

servants to get it for her.The dog barks at her whereas it is affectionate with 

Gerasim. She ordered that it should be taken away from her mansion but it 

returns to Gerasim  who lets it stay in his hut, hidden from the landlady .But 

when it barks one day she tells her servants to drown it. Gerasim tells them 

that he would drown it himself, takes it to the market place , gives it some 

choice food, then ties a stone round its neck , takes the unsuspecting loving 

animal in a boat and throws it in the river. Gerasim was very moved by it ,but 
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comes back home picks up his  things and walks for the next two days to his 

village.  

  It is a great irony that the civilized world hunts him out ruthlessly, but 

he shows the same cruelty to a helpless animal. Mumu is a perfect example of 

Turgenev’s art of story telling .There is not even a word referring to the 

atrocities of the moneyed classes or the Tsar. Turgenev expresses all he wants 

to through the sufferings of a poor dumb man and his friend Mumu, which 

shares his dumbness and sufferings. The story is told in plain and simple prose 

and Turgenev makes sure that he only told the story with the bare minimum of 

details but with absolutely no comment. This is in conformity with what 

Merimee stated in his theory of the short story. The landlady’s spiteful 

character is beautifully offset against the quiet beauty of his lover and then the 

silence  of the animal and finally the stony silence of Gerasim himself. The 

landlady’s character is not conveyed through words but only her actions. 

Mumu is one of the most popular stories both in Russia and abroad. It became 

a symbol of the untold and unheard suffering of the Russian communities at 

the hands of the Tsar. Turgenev has the great ability of creating an aura of the 

beautiful but sad and melancholic feeling that pains us without appearing to do 

so.R.K.Narayan too has the same uncanny ability of creating this aura 

although what appears to be silent and straightforward language interspersed 

with an ever lively sense of humor --- humour that has the great ability of 

acceptance and forgiveness of healing and regeneration .Mumu’s effectiveness 

comes from the fact that there was no indication of any ire shock ,or 
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dissatisfaction any open or hidden rancor---- not even a word of sarcasm. The 

story is told with total detachment from the conditions that have caused the 

tragedy but a quiet and unexpressed compassion for the deaf mute. “The 

greatest art is in concealing the art”. Turgenev’s Mumu stands as a great 

example for this popular quotation. Also it exemplifies all the qualities that are 

associated with Turgenev’s art. It combines poetics with aesthetics--- and a 

keen observation with a highly sensitive imagination. In the words of Greta 

Slobin: 

“Mumu is an impassioned protest against the exercise of 

arbitrary power  of one person over another. Mumu is a 

personal call for compassion, restraint, and justice in its 

exercise.That is why Mumu does not lose its power to move 

140 years after the abolition of serfdom in Russia.While it  

refers to a particular time ,it is also universal. Gerasim and the 

landlady in Mumu are not treated as representatives of their 

social class by Turgenev---- but as two human beings with their 

typical feelings and thoughts.” (qtd in.Slobin) 

Like in all great literature, the characters in Mumu are not confined to 

their social and political moulds ---- but force themselves beyond these 

limitations and reach out to universal values.It is very significamt that Gerasim 

does not rebel against the landlady’s tyranny but bears it silently. His actions 

however amply demonstrate how distasteful and disgusting and above all 
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unjust the whole episode has been. But through his silent but firm actions 

Gerasim raises a protest against the civilized world. 

The critical reception that Mumu got is quite good and spread across 

the continents. Thomas Carlyle said that it was the most emotionally affecting 

story he had ever read. John Galsworthy said of it that: “no more stirring 

protest against tyrannical cruelty was ever penned”. (Galsworthy 211). 

Turgenev’s influence reached the Russian society across all the classes 

and the special contribution of his works were recalled by the Jurist Anatoli 

Koni thirty years later especially how it had helped young Russians growing 

up in cities to understand the peasants and their concerns better.  Thus 

Turgenev had virtually built important cultural bridges between two sections 

of he Russian society. (Koni) 

 The three strands of Turgenev's concept of fiction --- what he liked, 

what he observed, and what he cherished --- a perfect combination of these 

three that apart from possessing great beauty and aesthetic values constituted 

what can be distinctly recognised as the classic short story. 

4.6 MAUPASSANT: THE COMMERCIAL SHORT STORY 

A very important mile stone in the history of the short story  is the 

popularity and the commercial edge it has got thanks to the runaway success 

of Maupassant's stories. With a huge output, that has great range as well as 

thematic and technical variations --- he is the only writer who can make you 

read stories at one go.  Thus the first thing that one notices in him is a story 



82 
 

teller’s flair which no other writer possessed with such regularity and 

abundance.  

 A number of writers from England and the US like Maugham, 

O’Henry and James imitated his stories and were greatly influenced by the 

French master.  However, in the US he was branded as a writer with great 

skills and tricks and the great stories of the middle and the final phases of his 

career where he did a lot of experimentation with theme and form, were totally 

ignored by the academia that presumably were supposed to influence and 

guide the general reader. 

Maupassant was credited with the new, high quality commercial short 

story.  He can also be hailed for taking the short story to all the nooks and 

corners of the world into different languages and cultures.  The short story has 

attained a status all its own during 1880- 1890 and as a genre its place became 

unchallenged.  

4.7 MAUPASSANT: STYLE& LANGUAGE 

Maupassant was greatly admired for his style and a number of critics 

state that he wrote the best French among his contemporaries including 

Flaubert, a superb stylist himself.  Some of the striking features of his writings 

are brevity, clarity and terseness.  At the same time they are very rich in 

content. Paul Bourget in his Critical Preface to Complete Short Stories of Guy 

de Maupassant compares Flaubert’s style with that of his protégé :  

He excelled in composing a story, in distributing the facts with 

subtle gradation, in bringing in at the end of a familiar dialogue 
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some- thing startlingly dramatic; but such composition, with 

him, seems easy, and while the descriptions are marvelously 

well established in his stories, the reverse is true of Flaubert's, 

which always appear a little veneered. Maupassant's phrasing, 

however dramatic it may be, remains easy and flowing. 

Maupassant always sought for large and harmonious rhythm in 

his deliberate choice of terms, always chose sound, wholesome 

language, with a constant care for technical beauty. Inheriting 

from his master an instrument already forged, he wielded it 

with a surer skill. In the quality of his style, at once so firm and 

clear, so gorgeous yet so sober, so supple and so firm, he equals 

the writers of the seventeenth century. His method, so deeply 

and simply French, succeeds in giving an indescribable ''tang" 

to his descriptions.Ifobservation from nature imprints upon his 

tales the strong accent of reality, the prose in which they are 

shrined so conforms to the genius of the race as to smack of the 

soil. (Bourget XXV). 

While all the four writers included in this study are excellent in this 

aspect --- Maupassant can be placed on top of the list.  Many American critics 

have mentioned that Maupassant's stories depend on plot and trick ending.  

They mainly cite Boule-de-Suif, 'The Necklace and Madam Tellier's 

Excursion.  The concept of trick ending has taken the American literary world 

by storm and catapulted Maupassant's reputation to new heights.  However, a 
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few years later they branded him as a writer who popularized techniques like 

trick-ending, but lacked genuine talent. The European critics, however, 

recognized his  outstanding talent much admired by the Russians like Isaac 

Babel and Tolstoy.  

The English academic world did not think that short story as a genre 

deserved any special attention.  This is seen by the fact that some genuine 

talents in the genre like Maugham and H.E. Bates were relegated and given 

the status of “B” grade writers. 

4.8 MAUPASSANT: THE CRAFTSMAN AND THE ARTIST 

The American critics, with a few exceptions like James and Eudora 

Welty, were all impressed with Maupassant's sensational and truly exceptional 

abilities as a short story writer. while they all considered perennial 

masterpieces like Boule-de-Suif, The Necklace and Madam Tellier's Excursion 

in their study, most of them ignored the more mature works like Bell Flower, 

The False Gems, Miss Harriet and The Farmer's Wife and the highly 

experimental masterpieces like La Horla and Solitude.  Maupassant uses a lot 

of innovation and experimentation in stories like The Port and Bed No.29.  the 

use of point of view in Bell Flower a technically a  far superior story to The 

Necklace.  It uses the point of view of three persons beautifully – that of 

neither the old woman nor Clochette but first that of a young boy who liked 

her very much.  The Bellflower has none of the trappings of the other 

Maupassant's stories cited.  It tells about   a woman who is simple, sincere, 

devoted but above all a woman who upholds the dignity of humanity and 
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womanhood.  The Bellflower thus demonstrated how Maupassant could create 

a multi-faceted character by a simple shift in point of view --- from that of the 

adulating child to that of a mature and sympathetic doctor.  By this one stroke, 

Maupassant achieves the effect that Turgenev gets in his best novellas and that 

Chekhov achieves in The Lady with the Lap Dog and The Chorus Girl.   Now 

this is precisely what the American critics, a majority of them at least, missed 

out when they harped on their single tune of ‘trick-ending’.  This is a 

Maupassant who is a far cry from the one who rolled out the popular stories 

with singular ease and grace at the beginning of his career.   

Those critics who have sidelined Maupassant onthe grounds that his 

stories depended on artificial manipulations of technique obviously ignore the 

fact that Maupassant's career had three distinct phases --- the commercial 

phase of the first three collections of stories published in 1881 -82, the 

consolidation phase where he is tempered and cautioned by perceptive critics 

like Flaubert and Turgenev, the great authorities on the art of fiction, a phase 

in which he produced some splendid variants on his classics of the first phase 

by restructuring his technique and revising the themes.  He was greatly aided 

by his supreme sense of discretion and restraint.  Also he carefully avoided 

being affiliated to any --- “isms’ that were so popular at that time.  The final 

phase where there is a profounder and sharper attempt at addressing the 

psychological aspects of his character.   
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From the above mentioned facts, it is important that a thorough critical 

evaluation of Maupassant's entire work has to be taken up to assess his 

specific contribution to the evolution of the short story.  It can be started with 

Boule-de-Suif which has brought him instant stardom, and which many 

consider his most perfect and enduring masterpiece.     

Boule-de-Suif is a story with the Franco-Prussian war backdrop.  

Around ten French citizens drawn from various social, political and religious 

backgrounds decide to move from Rouen the Prussian occupied territory.  

When the coach stops at Toules a Prussian officer questions them and detains 

them for two days.  The Prussian officer puts a strange proposal before them 

that they will be set free but he wants in return the favours of Elizabeth, the 

prostitute.  Elizabeth rejects the officer’s moves with great disdain and all the 

other members are now worried about their own fate.  They start talking the 

girl into accepting the officer’s demands.  They plead with her and finally out 

of humanity she accepts and the whole group is allowed to continue their 

journey.  When they meet in the coach a second time all the others treat her as 

if she were an outcast though on the earlier occasion when they were starving 

they shared the lovely food she brought with her and thought she was a good 

human being.   Actually Elizabeth could have done anything with them as it 

was easy for her to win any favour from the Prussian officer.  When she really 

cared for her honor and that of her country all of them discouraged her.  

In his very first story Maupassant had established certain new trends 

both in his treatment of theme, plot and narrative pace. The most important 
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thing was that he could create a miniature French society and the characters 

were representatives of different classes, professions and moral standards.  

The theme itself is presented as a series of actions with as little comment as 

possible.  The story picks up dramatic pace and one almost anticipates a 

melodramatic turn of events whereby poor Elizabeth could have taken revenge 

on the hypocritical snobs who surrounded her.  But Maupassant does not go 

for a sensational end --- but rather leaves the story take the course as it would 

have happened in real life.  His strength is that keen observation as well as a 

realistic representation of the events from a detached point of view.  He 

highlights the universal lack of ethics and the utilitarian views that have over 

shadowed in our society.  Among all the characters, it is the so called 

prostitute who had a compromised past, who displays a great sense of courage 

and self-esteem and acts with a sense of honor, propriety and pride.  The bitter 

irony of the situation is that the rest of them heap insults on the unfortunate 

girl when they resume the journey.  They put on their social attire again and 

the sordid drama of hype and hypocrisy is enacted again with relentless vigor 

and impudence.  Thus a prostitute’s sense of humor and love of her native land 

are just a matter of the individual and fancy pitted against an overwhelming 

social farce/whim which is driven by a consummately utilitarian will.  It is not 

as if they have forgotten a good turn --- but they do not/ would not/ cannot 

recognize a value a helpful or generous act.  They just operate under the 

influence of a social psyche.     
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Thus Boule-de-Suif is an example of subtle but very effective social 

commentary.  However Maupassant does not take the mantle  of a social 

reformer like Tolstoy or Dostoevsky and his word is remarkable for a total 

absence of didacticism.  As an artist this can be considered his greatest 

strength.  He can project or suggest or create telling social comments by a 

beautiful juxtaposition of characters, ideas and situations.  In this aspect he is 

nearer to Turgenev, romantic realists like Balzaac and Dickens  Be it Elizabeth 

Roussat or Mme Florence Mme/carie – Lamadon or Hubert de Brevitte We 

only know the names and situations which draw from different behavior 

patterns and attitudes which are reflected only in their words and actions.  We 

do not have any direct commentary from the author --- so much so our 

judgment is not unduly influenced.  It is remarkable that Maupassant could 

generate so much impact filled action through such cleverly etched characters 

within a short span of twenty six pages.  

Maupassant's major concerns were thematic and he was keenly aware 

of the moral bankruptcy, vulgarity and egotism of the property - owning 

classes.  A similar stand was shared by Russian writers like Turgenev, 

Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, and Chekhov though there are certain variations.  They 

agreed as far as the societal evil of the class system or social isolationism is 

concerned which they differed about their visions of ideal sate of society.  

Eminent philosopher Nietzsche was very interested in  the psychological 

aspects of the works of Dostoevsky and Maupassant that strove to contrast 

bourgeois morality with closeness of nature and the truth of human feelings.   
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For all his impeccable denouement of plot Dostoevsky often lapses 

into long avoidable stretches of description or argumentative discourse which 

often borders on didacticism.  On the other hand, the stories of Maupassant do 

have a strong undercurrent of suggestion which point to an appropriate ethical 

stand.  The same is the case with Turgenev who states very little in his stories 

but assumes that the reader would and should make the right choice once the 

situation is presented to him.  Maupassant as a writer gains a distinct 

advantage over the rest of the writers as he is absolutely unbiased --- and his 

particular style of storytelling provides a very high degree of reader autonomy.  

There is a sense of gullibility and fallibility of human beings an opinion which 

he shares with R. K. Narayan The writer’s duty should end with showing up 

all the possibilities --- looking at reality from as many diverse angles as 

possible with no personal commentary.  Further an excessive preoccupation 

with moral issues may blur the artist’s vision and relegate the other aspect into 

the background.  

As early as 1877, Maupassant wrote to Paul Alexis about a proposal 

for a literary manifesto, which Maupassant did not support.  He argued that 

“the only criteria necessary for great literature are originality, and beauty.”  

(CEC p 224)   

This basic faith in and allegiance to individual talent amply explains 

his hesitant support to the naturalist theory at many points in his career.  The 

following comment by him throws special light on his attitude to the confusing 
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trends set in motion by the self-contradictory views held by the followers of 

various literary movements in France: 

“Each of us” writes de Maupassant “forms an illusion through 

which he views the world, be it poetic, sentimental, joyous, 

melancholy or dismal, an illusion of beauty, which is a human 

convention; a matter of holiness which is a matter of      opinion 

of truth which alas is never immutable.”(Maupassant CEC224)  

And he concludes by asserting that the happiest artist is he who 

approaches most closely to the truth of things as he sees them through his own 

particular illusion.  

Maupassant’s views clearly show that he has no assumptions regarding 

the realistic quality of his work --- but they also reveal an inescapable fact that 

he works much harder to capture that elusive element in art.  This places his 

work above all such other writers who have more clear assumptions about 

their being realistic and which prevents them of inadvertently from trying that 

extra bit harder.  Most of the readers and artists used to, trained to or 

habituated to looking for the ‘trick’ ending in his stories have clearly missed 

this point. Ina recent essay “Maupassant and the Illusion of reality” (2014) 

Jennifer Woltersays:“Maupassant expressed his aversion of making literary 

distinctions.  In his view the only thing that mattered was talent.” ( Wolter) 

An estimate of Maupassant'scontribution to the development of the art 

of the short story should per se consider certain conditions under which he 

worked.  A proponent of realist and naturalist schools, Maupassant combined 
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talent with a sound business sense.  More than all the other writers like Zola, 

Daudet, and Flaubert he had a greater awareness and concern for the reader.  

His very first story Boule-de-Suif brought him great popularity as well as 

critical recognition.  For the next ten years he published about 300 stories at 

the rate of even three volumes per year.  And it is a great credit to him that his 

stories did not suffer in quality despite the enormous demands such a hectic 

schedule should have made on his time intellect and artistic creativity. 

In this context, it would be apt to recall what Anatole France, a great 

writer of the French Romantic Age had said about Maupassant's themes, and 

language. 

“Maupassant is one of the most whole- hearted story teller of 

this country in which so many such good stories have been told. 

His strong, simple natural language has a flavor of the sort that 

makes us love him dearly.  He possesses the three great 

qualities of the French writer --- First, clearness, then again 

clearness and lastly clearness.  The narrator as a causal 

presenter --- he sets certain forces in motion and the story 

unravels itself.” (France 4). 

In his inspirational commentary on one of the most gifted French 

writers Anatole France concludes:  

“The friendship which he inspires in everybody throughout 

France who can read --- he paints without hate, without love, 

without anger, and without pity.  The miserly peasants, drunken 
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soldiers, lost women, cheap clerks dazed by their toil and all 

those humble beings whose humanity is as devoid of beauty as 

of virtue.  He makes them live, but he does not judge them.” 

(France 4-5) 

Here is a medley of Maupassant's milieu, the kind of people he always 

loved to crowd his stories with and had created the popular, familiar ambience 

of the predominantly lower-middle class flavour.  Finally in conclusion of his 

highly perceptive and rare essay on Maupassant, Anatole France says:  

“Maupassant, of all the writers of fiction demands least 

forgiveness from readers.  He requires no forgiveness because 

he is never dull.” (France 5) 

4.9 MAUPASSANT AND MODERNITY 

Another view that has emerged after the Maupassant revival in the 

1960’s was about his modernness.  According to Mike: 

“The great thing about his work is that it’s timeless.  Although 

most of them were written over 130years ago, Maupassant talks 

of catching a ‘cab’on the Champ - Elyses, pavement cafes in 

fashionable districts of Paris and even ‘Cronyism’ in the 

corridors of power.  This aspect is sufficient to keep interest 

alive in Maupassant.” (Mike) 

Another highly gratifying aspect of Maupassant's work is its eminent 

rereadability.  His stories make a strong, quaint impression, but the main 

details remain elusive.  Hence we are tempted to go through the stories again.  
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Mirta Ojilto shares her experience of this in her book Maupassant: A Jeweller 

of Language: 

“On an impulse to reread some of the books of my childhood, I 

went back to Maupassant this summer just as one returns to an 

old love unsure of whether the feelings are still there, afraid the 

magic may have dissipated.  I need not have feared. While 30 

years ago I had read him because the worlds created held me 

enthralled, now I read him to find out why.” 

I discovered that his writing is deceptively simple.  He used 

strong verbs, precise descriptions, short sentences, few 

adjectives, like a journalist should.  He wrote with restraint, and 

yet the poetry of life pulses through every single one of his 

stories.  He was I see now, the model I followed; the writer I 

always wanted to be.  His sentences are the type I labor over.  

His themes, --- sex, mystery madness, greed --- still makes my 

heart flutter with the anticipation of a good read.” (Ojito). 

For a long time, it has been felt that Maupassant's works evoked 

contradictory and extreme reactions.  While the general reader had great 

admiration for his racy, scintillating tales, the academic world particularly the 

majority conservative traditionalists from England did not relish his work just 

as they could not in the case of Byron and Shelly and later Hardy, George 

Eliot and James Joyce.  The American critics discovered great merit in his 

early tales like Boule-de-Suif, Madam Tellier’s Establishment and the 
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ubiquitous masterpiece The Necklace.  They also joined what was famously 

publicized as the ‘trick-ending’ bandwagon and finally relegated him to the 

status of a raconteur par excellence with his bag of tricks.  As Charles E May 

had rightly pointed out : 

“Maupassant had as much to do with the development of the 

short story genre as Chekhov in the late 19th century did in 

somewhat different ways.  However because such stories as 

'The Necklace' seem so deceptively simple and trivial his 

experiment with form has often been ignored.  Not till the short 

story receives the recognition it deserves as a respectable 

literary genre will Guy de Maupassant receive the recognition 

he deserves for his contribution to the perfection of the form.” 

(qtd in.May) 

There is another reason for the decline in the reputation of Maupassant 

as an artist and his being rejected by the academic world. David Rehak puts it 

in Undisputed master of the short story 2004: 

“Maupassant was considered shocking a hundred years ago 

because he wrote about prostitutes and adultery in frank and 

unabashed terms.  He was ahead of his times in that way.” 

(qtd in.May) 
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4.10 CRITICAL APPRAISAL OF MAUPASSANT: 

While a majority of British and American critics were relegating 

Maupassant through their rigid, uninformed and prudish opinions, a few 

writer-critics have come out with a more accurate and balanced approach to 

the works of the French master. Prominent among them were Anatole France, 

Leo Tolstoy, Joseph Conrad, and John Galsworthy.  Tolstoy who was 

unimpressed by Maupassant's novels, published a detailed critique of 

Maupassant's works on reading  Uni vie which he acclaimed as the best work 

by any French writer after Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables.  While Tolstoy’s 

criticism after reading Bel Ami was the most scathing, sincere and logically 

convincing one leveled against Maupassant, the accolades he gives the young 

French novelist for penning 'Uni Vie'  have been the most touching, deserved, 

generous and equally convincing as his earlier outburst.  Also as a gesture of 

mild apology for his previous review, Tolstoy adds an excellent and detailed 

analysis of his short stories with a most perceptive account of the angst to 

which Maupassant was subjected due to the dichotomy between the 

Maupassant the man and Maupassant the artist:  

“I find in the book ('Uni Vie')” says Tolstoy “in almost equal 

strength, the three cardinal  qualities essential to great work –- 

moral, purpose, perfect style and absolute sincerity --- 

Maupassant is a man whose vision has penetrated the silent 

depths of human life and from that vantage ground interprets 

the struggle of humanity.” (Tolstoy 3) 
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An excellent critique, as it depends exclusively on a reader’s intuition 

and perception and not on any extraneous biographical details that reduce the 

criticism to a bout of exaggerated gossip-mongering or a deep sense of ill-

placed prudery.  

Maupassant's novels and stories attracted slightly more severe criticism 

from those who said that a majority of them portrayed woman as an 

adulterous, shameless, corrupt and pleasurable object.  In Janice M. Duncan’s 

words:  

“He portrayed women as sexual or material beings and in both 

cases, they followed the animal instinct to procreate.  Men were 

their victims falling into a trap set by nature.  Love and 

marriage are considered to be incompatible, the latter a state of 

servitude for both male and female.” (Duncan). 

 The above criticism expresses shock and outrage at what the author 

attempted to portray in his work but it does not pinpoint the faults of 

Maupassant the artist (which should have been the target) so much as 

Maupassant the man (which need not be targeted).( Duncan 5) 

 In this aspect too, it was Tolstoy who has made an exquisitely balanced 

intuitive yet unsparing comment:  

“There has hardly been another such writer who thought so 

sincerely that all the good, the whole meaning of life was in 

woman, in love, and who with such force of passion described 

women and the love of her from all sides and there has hardly 
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been another author who with such clearness and precision has 

pointed out all the terrible sides of the same phenomenon which 

to him seemed to be the highest and the one that gives the 

greatest good to men. The more he comprehended this  

phenomenon, the more did it become unveiled.  The shrouds 

fell off; and all there was left was its terrible consequence and 

its more terrible reality.” (Tolstoy 13) 

 In the above piece, Tolstoy has not merely attempted a critical analysis 

of Maupassant the artist.  It is such a sincere, intense but lucid attempt to 

understand, to learn with sympathy the exact artistic struggle and angst that 

Maupassant had gone through --- it is a homage given by one great artist to 

another.  In this rare piece of critical appreciation, Tolstoy finally expresses a 

view on Maupassant which sounds as austere and consummate as a judgment: 

“If it had been his (Maupassant's) fate to die in the labor of 

truth, but to be born, he would have given great, instructive 

productions, but even what he gave us during the process of his 

birth is much.  Let us be grateful to this strong, truthful man for 

what he gave us.” (Tolstoy  13) 

 In this context, it would be pertinent to recall a certain dichotomy 

discovered in the works of Maupassant .  Janice M. Duncan writes about the 

milieu of late 19th century France and says:“In acknowledging and observing 

this milieu, the reader might better discover the sensuous man and the 

cultivated writer.”( Duncan) 
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However, recollecting what Tolstoy  has so delicately presented, 

Maupassant is the most difficult writer to be assigned to stamp or a brand.  In 

Jennifer Wolta’s words:  

“Maupassant was something of an illusionist in a popular sense 

of a performer who is constantly changing the appearance of 

things improvising and presenting illusions.He rather appears at 

various stages as a romantic, a classic, a decadent, a symbolist, 

and so on.  To call him a naturalist would be hoodwinking the 

reality.” (Wolta) 

4.11MAUPASSANT:  INNOVATIONS &  EXPERIMENTATION 

After the initial period of innovations like surprise-ending Maupassant 

had a second phase in his career starting 1884 --- a period when he became 

more intense and focussed on experimentations with form and theme.  The 

popularity of stories like Boule-de-Suif' and The Necklace which were 

translated into 160 languages has totally put the more significant part of his 

later work in the shade.  Hence to assess significant contributions to the 

evolution of the short story, it is important to study the later tales of 

Maupassant like Bell Flower (1882) Yvette (1885) The Farmer’s Wife  (1884) 

The Horla (1887) The False gems,(1883) Bertha, Miss Harriet (1884), The 

Port, The Useless Beauty (1890) etc.  

 Another quality that strikes us about Maupassant is his versatility. His 

pictures of Normandy remind us of Dickens’ London.  His mastery over the 

milieu is so absolute that it always looks fluent, spontaneous and effortless --- 
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so authentic, compact and natural that they create an aura of their own.  A 

thorough realist, he has a lot in common with Balzac and Dickens who were 

also natural story tellers.  His themes show great variation --- and often on the 

same theme he shows two or three variants ---- hence we have variation of 

themes as well as treatment.  It is often said that his stories depend on the plot 

and that he is a writer who drives his story towards a climax.  It may be that in 

a few stories he did follow that method but any statement to that effect will 

become untenable as Maupassant is a great master of subtlety, variety as well 

as of destabilization. 

 Maupassant's art lay in quickly proceeding to the most crucial point of 

his story and concentrate on the actions that happen round the main event.  

Often it is his point of view that springs a surprise more than the so called 

surprise ending.  He is often considered the most thorough of the French 

realists.  His stories have a lot of well-compiled details which he gives in 

succinct descriptions.  The breathtaking pace is created by leaps in 

descriptions through space and time.   

His stories are also characterized by the complete absence of the author’s 

comments.  In this, he is often more distant and dry than Turgenev and 

Chekhov.  However, it is not as if he writes like Merimee consciously and 

deliberately keeping himself away from social, and moral commentary.  His 

descriptions often create the mood and tone of the story. 
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4.12 MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW& DENOUEMENTS  

A close study of his more mature work would reveal that Maupassant 

has a much greater range of themes than the other writers and he constantly 

experiments with the form and techniques.  He has produced stories that can 

compare favourably with those of Turgenev and Chekhov.  The sufferings of 

the deaf-mute in Turgenev's Mumu and the way he reacts to the civilized 

society makes it a most moving narrative .Equally profound and impressive is 

Maupassant's BellFlower, the sad tale of an old seamstress Clochette.  In this 

story Maupassant has experimented both with form and technique.  He creates 

a story within a story.  He uses a false dénouement.  Then he uses a second 

point of view --- and despite all this, he creates a perfect three page story with 

a theme of true tragic dimension,and  great characterization.  He uses two 

denouements in BellFlower.  The first denouement establishes a child’s 

admiration for an old seamstress --- but there is no hint of a serious theme.  

The story is told   from a child’s point of view.  Clochette’s description and 

the crippled walk she had are given in great detail.  When he comes back one 

evening he suddenly finds that the old seamstress is dead. Then comes the 

transition with this stunning description. 

“On opening the door of the little room I saw the old seamstress 

lying on the floor by the side of her chair, her face turned down 

and her arms stretched out, but still holding her needle in one 

hand and one of my shirts in the other.  One of her legs in a 

blue stocking, the longer one was no doubt was extended under 
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her chair and her spectacles glistened by the wall, where they 

had rolled away from her.” (Maupassant 211) 

 Here the first denouement ends.  The story is narrated in first person 

and from a 10year old boy’s point of view.  Maupassant uses two descriptions 

to make the figure of Mother Clochette live in our minds.   

“She limped, not like lame people generally do, but like a ship 

pitching.  When she planted her great bony, vibrant body on her 

sound leg, she seemed to be preparing to mount some 

enormous wave, and then suddenly she dipped as if to 

disappear in an abyss and buried herself in the ground.  Her 

walk reminded one of a ship in a storm, and her head which 

was always covered with an enormous white cap, whose 

ribbons fluttered down her back, seemed to traverse the horizon 

from north to south and from south to north at each limp. 

I adored Mother Bellflower.”(Maupassant  211) 

Thus the first part of the denouement is a single page description of an 

old seamstress seen through the eyes of a child who loves her as she was very 

affectionate and told him a lot of strange tales.  Suddenly with the death of 

Clochette one can only expect that the child may talk a little more about her 

memories But the doctor who comes to examine her tells her parents about the 

strange story of Hortense the old name of Clochette when she was a beautiful 

girl of seventeen. 
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The second denouement in the story starts here and is narrated from the 

point of view of the doctor.  This part is narrated in third person.  M. Sigisbert 

was an asst. school teacher who came to the village to work with Grabu the 

school master.  Hortense was a maid in Grabu’s house.  Young Sigisbert was 

handsome and had the bearing of a soldier.  All the village girls ran after him.  

He was particularly fond of Hortense who agreed to meet him in the loft late 

one night.  Sigisbert and Hortense locked themselves in the loft when Grabu 

suddenly knocked the door. Sigisbert who was a coward started shouting at 

Hortense saying he would lose his job because of her.  He asked her to wait in 

a corner.  Grabu was suspicious that Sigisbert was not alone.  So he bolted the 

door from outside saying he would come back and check.  Sigisbert lost his 

head and in a panic shouted at Hortense again.  The young girl ran to the 

window that looked on the street opened it and said to him: “You will come 

and pick me up when he is gone” and jumped out of the window. After old 

Grabu returned, Sigisbert went to the doctor and told him about the adventure. 

Poor Hortense fell from the second floor and her foot was broken in three 

places. The doctor told the village it was an accident.  Sigisbert ran away and 

Hortense did not complain but only said, ‘I am punished.’ 

The doctor was all praise for Clochette, a nickname given to her by the doctor.  

He said: 

“Now I say that this woman was a heroine and had the fibre of 

those who accomplish the grandest deeds in history. 
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That was her only love affair, and she died a virgin.  She was a 

martyr, a noble soul, a sublimely devoted woman!” 

(Maupassant 213) 

The Bellflower is a great story both thematically and for its innovative 

technical structure.  The story has such a clean structure and the two aspects of 

the theme come out so effectively.  A child’s attitude to impressions of his 

experiences are depicted so vividly and then Hortense’s  stands out in the 

tragic end of the story.  True to his renowned talent Maupassant could reach 

the end of the denouements in just three pages.  He uses the story within a 

story technique but the structure and transition are so smooth that the change 

in point of view is almost smooth and seamless.  The Bellflower thus ranks as 

one of the great short stories as it achieves a lot of things that much larger 

compositions by other writers fail to do.  Creating an interest while describing 

an old awkward lady --- and the descriptions take nearly life of the space --- 

and also conjuring an underlying sense of devotion and nostalgia that is the 

real magical quality of Maupassant's prose --- and in this he matches the niche 

area of all time  great artists like Chekhov and Turgenev.  The Bellflower thus 

highlights the versatility and inbuilt finesse of Maupassant's storytelling 

prowess.  It is not Maupassant the master craftsman who narrates the story, but 

Maupassant the consummate artist.  Above all it is the brevity that intrigues 

us. It is a very different story that uses description, narration and 

characterization in the manner of Chekhov and Turgenev. 
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4.13 SHIFTS IN POINT OF VIEW& UNRELIABLE NARRATORS 

Yvette reminds us of Chekhov’s The Chorus Girl and Turgenev's Clara 

Militch.  In The Chorus Girl Chekhov presents the grievous truth that though 

life appears to change and things show improvement no such thing really 

happens.  Human beings often stick to their habit and return to the old ways.  

Pasha in The Chorus Girl decides that she can start life on a fresh note.  But 

when the wife of her lover comes and accuses her of theft she returns all the 

jewellery he had given her as a gift.  All her dreams of  a new beginning in life 

are shattered and she thinks of a situation when she was similarly humiliated 

and all her confidence disappears The same thing happens in Yvette who 

happens to get  an opportunity to revolt against the corrupt ways of the mother 

---but finally she gives in --- as she is unable to decide and choose between the 

two ways of life.  While a part of her revolts against her situation, suddenly 

she starts showing the same qualities of deceptiveness and worldly guile --- 

and also enjoys the superiority that artifice gives her.  Her loss of innocence 

and her shock at her mother’s compromising personality suddenly lose the 

edge and she too gives in to her mother’s weakness and enjoys playing with 

the egos and vanity of her lover.  Yvette is a story that starts off well and parts 

of it is very good --- but overall Maupassant does not stick to his original plan.  

The young girl’s awakening into the adult world, that sense of freshness, 

beauty and joy are expressed beautifully.  The slightly confused reactions 

when she visits the beach are also done perfectly.  The state of adolescent 

awareness and then the fantasy through which she goes through both are done 
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to perfection --- however the transition --- the reason for their coexistence is 

weak.  Again the two male characters and their discussion of Yvette and the 

way and the mood in which they go to the countess’ house --- as a denouement 

this part is very good --- but the purpose with which they started was lost 

halfway.  The two characters and the variation --- this too is beautifully 

constructed by Maupassant. 

4.14 NARRATIVE MAZE---ILLUSION OF REALITY 

The fantasy part of Yvette resembles the captivating Clara Militch --- it 

has the same relentless power.  However, Turgenev has made it a tragedy and 

though not as good as his other novellas like Asya and First Love it excels in 

certain qualities.  Though Yvette has great potential and so convincing in many 

areas, its overall impact is unsatisfactory. If Yvette had gone ahead with the 

suicide plan it would have been successful.  But Maupassant wanted her to 

live, which in itself would have made a great difference and a welcome 

gesture.  However, the design or conception of the character itself is faulty and 

if the character Yvette shoud live  these faults have to be set right.  Still one is 

tempted to read this novella which in parts has the best of Maupassant --- 

particularly feminine adolescent psychology as exhibited by Yvette. 

Human beings rather stick to their old ways.  The same thing happens in 

Yvette who happens to get an opportunity to revolt against the corrupt ways of 

her mother. 

Another aspect of the great Russian masters is the outstanding lyrical 

beauty of presentation of nature in their work.  The opening paragraph of Asya 
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may be cited as an example.  It is true that Turgenev presents a dream-like 

sequence through which the characters move.  A similar ambience is created 

in Chekhov’s A Lady with the Lapdog.  Maupassant matches these in the 

following scene from his story The False Gems.  The husband and wife sit 

after dinner relaxing in two chairs --- the wife holding lovingly a small jewel 

box having some false gems, and talking to her husband in a low, gentle, 

contented tone. The themes of the three stories are about love at various stages 

in life.  In Turgenev's Asya it is infatuation between strangers, Chekhov's  

story deals with an affair between two married individuals and Maupassant 

writes about love between a husband and wife.  The theme of all these stories 

is failure of love. Asya ends on a sad note as the hero just decides to propose to 

the heroine but by that time it was too late.  In Chekhov’s story the two lovers 

decide to break their marriages and start a new relationship but in the very last 

moment both of them prefer to continue their existing relationships.  In The 

False Gems the husband and wife sit together while the wife shows her 

husband all the false gems she had collected in her life.  The husband teases 

her about these useless stones and she smiles coyly --- and looks at her 

husband with great affection.  The couple repeats this scene every day after 

dinner.  Now Turgenev's story opens with passages that have unforgettable 

lyrical beauty.  Chekhov in The Lady with the Lap Dog includes brief 

descriptions of nature scattered here and there which create an ambience for 

the story.  Maupassant does not describe any physical scenes ---  his characters 

engage in a casual conversation.  The dialogue, the ambience and the wife’s 
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coy voice and the husband’s bantering --- a small slice of life, but so suffused 

with poetry of another sort, the poetry of human relationships --- not of stars 

or flowers, not of sunshine or moonlight but the simple poetry of tender 

human relationships.  The False Gems is an  example that puts Maupassant in 

a different league as a writer, a few shades in his work that fall beyond the 

purview of Maupassant the craftsman and Maupassant the artist. 

4.15 NARRATIVE AND VEILED LEIT-MOTIFS 

The False Gems is a typical Maupassant story where the denouement 

works elegantly with clinical precision and immediately after the above 

descriptions there follow a few instances to show the new couple is extremely 

happy as expressed in the following paragraph:    

“He was unspeakably happy with her; she governed his 

household so cleverly and economically that they seemed to 

live in luxury.  She lavished the most delicate attentions on her 

husband, coaxed and fondled him, and the charm of her 

presence was so great that six years after their marriage M. 

Lantin discovered that he loved his wife even more than during 

the first days of their honeymoon.”( Maupassant 529) 

However, there are two things he did not like in her.  Her ‘love of the theatre 

and a taste for false jewellery.’  She used to go to the first representations of 

some plays along with her friends and he had to attend to some of the chores 

though he was not interested and also too tired after a day’s hectic work at 

office. Then followed those sweet sessions at the tea table where she would 
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keep watching her false gems as if they were real ones and keep them back in 

her ‘trash’ box. 

Then suddenly, in the very next paragraph we get this brief statement: 

“One evening in winter she attended the opera and on her 

return was chilled through and through.  The next morning she 

coughed and eight days later she died of inflammation of the 

lungs.” (Maupassant 530) 

The desolate M. Lantin: 

“wept unceasingly; his heart was torn with grief, and his mind 

was haunted by the remembrance, the smile, the voice --- by 

every charm of his beautiful dead wife.” (Maupassant 530) 

M. Lantin discovers that his salary was hardly sufficient to manage the 

house.  He incurred some debts and soon found himself in absolute poverty 

and thought he had better sell some things.  Then he remembered the useless 

stones on which his wife had spent a lot of money.  He decided to sell the 

large necklace and took it to the jeweller.  He hardly expected about six or 

seven francs.  But he was shocked when a store in the Rue de la Parx offered 

18,000 francs.  The shop owner said they have to make some enquiries and 

would pay the amount in a couple of days. When he went to the store the next 

time, the shop owner was all courtesy and said that the jewel was sent to his 

address.  M. Lantin discovered that all the gems that his wife bought were 

genuine and together they were worth one lakh forty thousand francs.  M. 

Lantin understood how his wife had received all these gifts. 
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He resigned his job as he was now a rich man.  He went to the theatre 

and for the first time in his life M. Lantin was not bored.  He married again 

after six months.  “His wife was a very virtuous woman but had a violent 

temper.  She caused him much sorrow.”(Maupassant  530) 

In The False Gems supposed to be a variant of The Necklace, 

Maupassant makes brilliant use of his denouement.  The first part ends with 

the death of M. Lantin’s wife.  Till then the reader follows the story from M. 

Lantinn’s point of view ---his unspeakably happy state and the charm of the 

presence of his beautiful wife etc.  Thus in the first half Lantin feels his 

happiness.  The denouement in the second half --- M, Lantin discovers a lot of  

things --- and when he gets one lakh forty three thousand francs for what he 

called ‘Useless Trash’ he is also shocked to know that all these valuable gifts 

were sent to his address.  

The Last Step shows two average individuals of the middle class 

haunted by the not too cardinal sins of ambition greed and love driven by 

caution and single mindedness.  M de Saint Jourey loves his mistress 

Charlotte.  But he resists marriage and stays put despite her best pleas.  At the 

same time he does not want to end the relationship. One fails to understand the 

motive --- except some vanity and; on her side Charlotte is determined to 

marry him but cannot push it through.  They have a relationship that defies all 

description --- but still both of them want to continue  ---and so there is a 

perfect stalemate.  Then Charlotte is taken ill and the priest is called.  To him 

she reveals what to all appearance seems to be her last wish.  She wants to get 
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married to M. de Jourey.  He hesitates but is in a fix and hates to commit 

himself.  Before doing so he takes assurance from the priest that she is certain 

to die.  The marriage is performed on the virtual death bed – and surprisingly, 

the patient recovers and M.de Jouey is frustrated.  To cap it all, the doctor 

wins a provincial award for saving a patient from the clutches of death.  The 

Last Step shows Maupassant at his best in social comedy --- where he is not as 

serious as Jane Austen nor do we see Maupassant creating social  caricatures 

like Dombey or Martin Chuzzlewit or the more lighter Squeer’s family.  He 

rather deals with life’s little ironies and the complications that arise  out of 

slight maladjustments between the natural instincts and social behavior of 

these classes of individuals.   

4.16  MAUPASSANT: THE IRONIC UNDERTONES 

The Awakening and The White Lady belong to this category of stories 

where Maupassant dwells on the little but delightful infirmities of the civilized 

world a la Thackeray --- only Maupassant's good humor replenishes 

Thackeray’s dry standoffishness.  Similarly, The Old Maid and The Upstart 

deal with the aristocratic families --- both dealing with different aspects of 

people in high society towards which Maupassant’s attitude is certainly fixed.  

These stories should have become a weak link in his armor as a narrator par 

excellence --- but all his aversions are beautifully covered by his great powers 

of observation and his near perfect realistic vision of life.  The Old Maid 

exposes the banality of convention and the utilitarianism that intermittently 

dilutes human intention. Even a grim occasion like a death, is not treated with 
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the human dignity it deserves. When Queen Hortense goes into the final death 

throes --- the final two sentences are significant.  The dog, a mute animal 

senses something and goes around the patient showing some concern shared 

between human beings and animals.  But Columbel going to the window and 

calling his brother-in-law underlines the social but not human angle of the 

situation.  Maupassant does not exonerate the people responsible for this state 

of society.  He does not show the type of social harmony and a general all-

pervasive acceptance like Narayan. 

The Upstart is the story of a beau who was fond of titles --- and who 

does anything to obtain a title and get the recognition from the others.  The 

great irony of the story is that he even stakes his personal reputation in order 

to obtain a  social title.  In the process he gets involved in an intrigue where he 

comes out as a cuckold staking all his social reputation --- and as a final stroke 

that is the icing on the cake, comes when he corrects the investigating officer 

asking him to spell his name properly splitting his name as Du and Pontel. 

The group of stories listed above belong to a category where we see 

young clerks or officials and aristocrats is the one in which Maupassant uses 

humor and irony to bring out their lives filled with petty foibles,and jealousies 

of life,.  The stories contain a lot of content which is collected in Maupassant's 

Chroniques and as a significant group of stories they add to the variety as well 

as versatility of Maupassant. 

The Accent is another story about an aristocratic family of Mme de 

Maurillac a handsome widow and Fabienne her beautiful young daughter who 
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were left  to fend for themselves  by the hapless M de Mauvillac who 

committed suicide. The story is a great example of Maupassant’s inimitable 

style --- and following the death of her husband the handsome and tactful 

widow : 

“did not mourn for him.  As this lamentable incident had made  

her interesting and as she was assisted and supported by 

unexpected acts of kindness and had a good adviser in one of 

the Parisian lawyers who can extricate you from the worst of 

difficulties.  She manages to save something from the wreck 

and keep a small income.” (Maupassant 598).  

Mme Maurillac took advantage of her neighbour’s attitude and made a 

sincere effort to safeguard and salvage a good life for Fabienne.  She took a 

decision to isolate her completely from all the local people who sought their 

companionship.  So she was regularly moving away to the destination in the 

south on the pretext of her daughter’s fragile health. 

“Her frivolous friends looked upon this as a great act of 

heroism, as something almost superhuman and so courageous 

that they tried to distract her by their incessant letters and 

religiously informed her of all the scandals and love adventures 

that come to light in the shrubs as well as the apotheosis of the 

capital.” (Maupassant 599). 

The widow played boldly and with charm and elan a game which intends to 

hold her position without letting her friends and foes smell too much.   She 
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took all the precautions to keep her movements secret and kept playing the 

waiting game.  She hoped that her daughter would get a proper match and 

settle well in life.  They made an impressive pair. 

“one in the radiant beauty of 18 year old daughter and the other 

the brightness of the maturity which the beautiful September 

days bring with them.(Maupassant 600). 

However, they did not have the luck and despite their best efforts they 

could not find a match for Fabienne.  An angst has set in --- and both the 

ladies started to feel the ennui, the boredom that living similarly catches on 

one.  

“Fabienne with her pale cheeks, her large eyes with blue circles 

round them and her closed lips looked like a captive princess 

tormented by constant enuii.” (Maupassant 600) 

One evening Mme Maurillac finds that Fabianne was not there in her 

room – and searching for her in the nearby fields, finds her sitting on the lap of 

the gardener and speaking to him in country dialect.  Her mother’s worst fears 

came true and they were ruined.  Mme. Maurillac went to a lunatic asylum and 

Fabienne married the gardener. 

The Accent is a beautiful story and is a variation from the other 

Maupassant stories about the upper class French society.  Normally 

Maupassant employs a pungent and ironic tone --- which is directed at people 

rather than situations.  Here the writer narrates the story with a sympathetic, 

genial and neutral tone --- and the two characters are developed admirably --- 
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and all the irony is directed at the situation, so that it is a subtle social satire 

and he appears to back Fabienne just as he does a Mathilde or a Gabrielle.  

A story of a totally different timber --- the sober and highly sentimental 

The Farmer’s wife shows how wholeheartedly Maupassant loves his female 

characters --- and the near faultlessness of the character Louise reminds us of 

Turgenev's Gerasim in Mumu. Louise is a strong character who could not live 

as she liked but in her death she obeyed her conscience and did exactly what 

she wished.  In The Farmer's Wife Maupassant shows great restraint as a 

writer and the story has the evocative power and the aura of some stories by 

Chekhov and Turgenev. 

During the second stage of his career Maupassant concentrated on 

thematic variations and technical innovations. He produced a number of 

stories of a length of 3-5 pages and his experimentation centred round the 

denouement and point of view and description and characterization.  In many 

of his stories his denouement reaches a climax within the first page so that he 

would have a great advantage of space to achieve his effects.  It may be noted 

that in the stories of this period already the use of ‘trick-ending’ has dropped. 

Instead, Maupassant introduced extended-theme as in Bell-flower or counter-

theme as in The False Gems. In the latter, after the death of the wife the story 

suddenly changes from the narrative mode into a mode of discovery and M 

Lantin finds out that his late wife was actually collecting real gems which 

were presented to her.  This is not exactly a trick ending and the impact is not 

as huge and sudden as in some of early Maupassant stories. When we read the 
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first part again we suddenly recognize some words which indicate that she was 

much smarter than we had thought on our first reading. However that first 

impression was a result of M. Lantin’s point of view which makes us notice 

his statements more than Madame Lantin’s chance words.  On second reading 

we notice a slight tone of underlining irony as we pay more attention to the 

actual protagonist of the story.  The False Gems makes a perfect reading, a 

real masterpiece of the finest art of the short story. The too obvious and loud 

surprise endings of the earlier period have given way to the more subtle and 

gorgeous slip of the mind as shown in The False gems. The open satirical 

tones of the Dickensian and Balzacian Romantic realism are replaced by a 

subtle undertone of irony that reflects a feint of fate or chance .This puts 

Maupassant in a class of Anti-Romantic Psychological realism as distinct from 

Hardy’s tragic fatalism.      

During this period (1884-1886) Maupassant wrote some truly tragic 

stories like the acute juxtaposition and brilliant verbal tussle between Captain 

Epivent and Irma Pavolin in Bed No.29, Tolstoy’s favourites, A Poor Girl, The 

Port and Miss Harriet where Maupassant excels in the art of characterization.  

He also wrote some intriguingly strange stories like The Crisis and Useless 

Beauty where intelligent women of the world take on their husbands and win 

various battles of wit. 

4.17MAUPASSANT:THEPSYCHOLOGICAL HORROR TALE 

Another genre in which Maupassant achieved a great success is the 

horror tale which he totally transformed into a psychological tale with a touch 



116 
 

of sophisticated mystery and fantasy. La Horla and Bertha belong to this 

category while of slightly less quality are the masterpieces like The Mad 

Woman, Solitude and Am I insane? In all these stories, for the first time we see 

a writer who can talk about and describe human sentiment without becoming 

sentimental. This is a clear departure from the trends set by writers of the 

earlier period like Dickens, Hugo and George Sand. 

Of particular interest are his use of point of view, his ability to use 

juxtaposition the shades of irony he employs in his stories --- sometimes with 

the typical Byronic verve, but most of the time a subtle underlining tone and 

sometimes just a chance half-note or a suggestion, which greatly enriches his 

work.  He is also known for the art of mixing consummate detail, description 

cum denouement that he presents about a Character and above all his ability to 

navigate to the crux moment with elan and ease.  The father of the commercial 

short story and one of the best practitioners of the genre Maupassant’s 

influence on the form of the short story and on short story writers all over the 

world is extensive His enormous range, thrust for innovation, his pure story 

telling skills and his control on pacing make him a preferred source of 

inspiration and instruction for aspiring writers all over the world.  It may be 

noted that his stories are eminently rereadable which is a hallmark of a great 

writer.  His pace on a 5-pt scale is measured at 4.5 as compared with Narayan 

3.75, Turgenev 3.5 and Chekhov 3. 
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4.18 MAUPASSANT”S VERSATILITY 

Despite all the great reputation he earned as one of the most creative 

short story writers, Maupassant's work did not receive adequate attention from 

academic critics.  Maupassant's real place as a writer should have been with 

such innovators of the short story as Chekhov and Turgenev.  Writers like 

O’Henry and Ambrose Bierce are treated with weariness for their narrative 

tricks and other technical devices.  Maupassant should be treated as the third 

category.  On one hand he mastered the ability to create the tight little ironic 

story that depends as all short stories since Poe do on the impact of the ending.  

On the other hand he also had the ability like Chekhov to focus keenly on a 

limited number of characters in a vividly drawn social situation. 

Boule-de-Suif happens to be a story that combines the two above 

aspects to perfection.  He can also create pure poetic situations like Turgenev 

and make the reader feel the sense of aura which grows on the reader like a 

silent presence, He can unleash realistic descriptions of urban life with the 

natural ease of Dickens or the preciseness and objectivity of a Dreiser.  He can 

also present psychological studies of the human mind with the intuition of a 

Dostoevsky or the weirdness of a Kafka. 

 

 

 

 

 


