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i INTRODUCTION

her life for the sake of the hero’s innocent young sister.
Thus an upscale courtesan is turned into an icon of
selfless love, and a new, enduring myth of femininity
is born: not simply Madonna, nor simply Whore, but
Madonna-Whore seamlessly welded together.

Uniting libertine sexuality with enduring love proved
by self-sacrifice, Marguerite Gautier becomes the incar-
nation of a particularly c})owerfu.l male fantasy. Sexually
free and experienced, desirable and desiring, Margue-
rite is also truly loving, utterly selfless, ready to sacri-
fice every interest of her own on the altar of bourgeois
family values.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, this titillat-
ing mixture of virtue and vice was at once scandalous
and comforting, which goes a long way to explain the
immense appeal of the story. Conservatives feared that
Marguerite’s story would encourage respect for prosti-
tutes. Yet they also realized that her heroism served to
reaffirm traditional family values. Moreover, at the end
of the book, the narrator is careful to claim that, far
from being representative of other prostitutes, his heroine
is unique: ”Tﬁe story of Marguerite is an exception . . .
had it not been an exception, it would not have been
worth the trouble of writing it” (p. 254).

Is Marguerite a saint of love? Or is she rather a mar-
tyr to the male desire for domination, destroyed in the
name of an eroticized fantasy of absolute emotional
submission? Before taking a closer look at the text, we
need to know something about the astonishing success
of this novel, about its transformations into other
genres, and about its young author.

Marguerite, Violetta, Camille: Incarnations of an Icon

Alexandre Dumas fils (1824-95) published his second
novel, The Lady of the Camellias, in Paris in 1848. In that
year of revolution, it was not particularly successful,
and already in 1849, Dumas, who was deep in debt,
turned his novel into a play. Too scandalous for the
censors of the French Republic, the play languished un-
performed for several years. Finally, after the coup
d’état of Napoleon Il in December 1851, it was ap-
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INTRODUCTION
The Astounding Dumas Men

Alexandre Dumas fils was only twenty-four when he
published The Lady of the Camellias. The story was in-
spired by his own passionate affair with a courtesan
called Marie Duplessis, born plain Alphonsine Plessis
(182447), who dpied young from tuberculosis just like
Marguerite Gautier. In an essay from 1868, Dumas
wrote that he met the enchanting Marie Duplessis in
1844, when they were both twenty, and that she died
three years later, after the end of their affair. According
to Dumas, Marie never sacrificed anything for him, not
because she did not want to, but because he would
not let her. The novel does not really try to hide its
autobiographical connections. The unnamed narrator,
in particular, comes across as a shadowy alter ego to the
afflicted Armand Duval, whose initials just happen to
be those of the author.

The hero’s father is crucial to the action of the novel,
for his intervention inspires Marguerite to sacrifice the
love of her life. In relation to his father, Armand is at
once rebellious and submissive, resentful and ac-
cepting. It is likely that this father-son relationship also
draws on the author’'s own experience. Alexandre
Dumas fils was the illegitimate son of the far more fa-
mous Alexandre Dumas peére (1802-70), author of The
Count of Monte Cristo, The Three Musketeers, and count-
less other historical adventure stories. His mother,
Marie-Catherine-Laure Labaye (1793-1868), was a
seamstress, and Alexandre lived with her until he was
seven. At that point, his father suddenly decided to
acknowledge the boy as his son and whisked him away
to boarding school, where he was extremely unhappy.

Alexandre Dumas pére was the grandson of an Afri-
can slave. His father, Thomas Alexandre Dumas
(1762-1806), was born in Santo Domingo as the illegiti-
mate son of an African slave woman and a French aris-
tocrat. Thomas Alexandre rose to become a general in
the French revolutionary army, and was a close associ-
ate of Napoleon’s until they fell out during the cam-
paign in Egypt.

Dumas pére was larger than life in every possible way:

viii
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die man’s rooms is under- €apturing the sentimental atmosphere of the most pop-
bty ob]_eclt tmdttl;l)ehgre aszval?ler rooms become a vast g, versions of Camille: Dumag’s play, Verdi’s opera,
i ;g ;e}?ef sexually fascinating body: when the apqg Garbo'’s 1936 film. ' ) . :
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way. It is far darker and more complex than the play,
the opera, and the film. It is impossible to reduce the
novel to a simple story of undying love and noble sacri-
fice. The novel goes to ghoulish extremes (that exhuma-
tion!), exhibits its obsessions and fears without
disguise, and thus reveals a world where the sexes are
locked in deadly combat, where men are frightened of
the women they tyrannize to death.

In the novel, Marguerite dies alone, poor, forgotten,
and forsaken by all except a faithful woman friend. In
the play, the opera, and the film, however, Marguerite/
Violetta dies after Armand/Alfredo and his father have
returned to her. Armand/Alfredo promises eternal love
and his father swears that he loves her like a daughter
before the heroine expires in the arms of her lover.

The flowers connected with Marguerite/Violetta also

~ undergo strange transformations in the various stage
and movie versions, surely because the novel’s red and
white camellias reek of sex. In the play, we are told
that Marguerite only ever carries camellias (which have
no scent) because the scent of flowers makes her sick.
In La Traviata the name Violetta conveys a hint of vio-
lets, but the libretto never names the flower she gives
to Alfredo. Instead Violetta simply tells him to return
when questa fior (this flower) has withered. Finally, in
Garbo’s Camille, the camellias only linger as a faint
memory in the title, for they have vanished entirely
from the script.

One thing, however, remains unchanged in all ver-
sions: the role of Armand’s father. In every version he
persuades Marguerite/Violetta/Camille to sacrifice her
love for Armand/Alfredo for the sake of the latter’s
sister, for rumors of Armand’s unruly life threaten to
prevent his jinnocent young sister’s marriage. In the
novel, Marguerite is described as a ““woman who is
neither mother, sister, maid, nor wife’” (p. 25). Because
she exists on the margin of the social order, she be-
comes a threat to it. All versions want us to believe
that this wayward woman wants nothing better than
to please the father. Sacrificing herself for the sake of
a daughter, sister, and soon-to-be-wife and mother, the
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her love, how absolutely the man whom she loves dom-
inates her” (p. 110).

M‘;'aﬁ%uerite, then, is doomed by love. Almost against
its will, the novel here points to a deeply disturbing
idea: A sexually independent woman who earns her
own money does not have to account for her behavior
to any man. Love is Dumas’s answer to the threat
posed by the very thought of sexual and economic free-
dom for women. Let a free woman fall in love, Camille
declares, and she will gladly submit to her chains. More
than one hundred fifty years later, the question is
whether this has entirely ceased to be true.

—Toril Moi

Camille




