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ABSTRACT 

Overlooked and Overshadowed: French Women’s Writing 1900-1938  
 

This study examines how women in France between 1900 and 1938 (before 

during and after the Great War) were represented in the writings of four selected 

women writers - Marcelle Tinayre (1870-1948), Colette Yver (1874-1953), Lucie 

Delarue-Mardrus (1874-1945) and Marcelle Capy (1891-1962). These authors, 

fêted in their time have now been largely excluded from contemporary studies 

on women in early twentieth-century France. The thesis demonstrates how their 

personal circumstances and the politico-social events of 1900-1938 influenced 

the way each writer represented women over time, and reveals that women’s 

writings were not homogenous in theme or in focus. By reading these texts 

alongside other contemporaneous texts (newspaper articles, reviews and 

writings by other women), the analyses show that Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Madrus 

and Capy challenge and complicate stereotypical perspectives produced mainly 

by male authors of the same era. Using a longitudinal approach, the study 

explores each author’s selected texts across three distinct periods - the belle 

époque, the Great War and the inter-war. Such a reading makes it possible to 

assess changes in their writing in response to contemporary social and political 

events in France. By looking at four writers writing across the same era the 

diversity of women’s lives is also underlined. In these fictional texts which depict 

inter-personal relationships, professional choices and women’s struggle to earn 

a living as writers one can locate the origins of post Second World War  feminist 

thought in France. With this study the dual goal of recuperating selected work of 

four neglected French women writers and reinserting their representations of 

women into French cultural historiography is achieved. 
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STUDENT DECLARATION 
 
This thesis contains only sole-authored work, some of which has been prepared for 

publication under sole authorship. The bibliographical details of the work and where it 

appears in the thesis are outlined below. 

 

A paper entitled A Feminine Witness of the Great War or the Nomad of Peace was given 

at the 18th George Rudé Seminar in French History and Civilization on 12-14th July 2012 

Auckland New Zealand. It is awaiting publication in the conference proceedings. 

 

It concerns activist journalist Marcelle Capy (1891-1962) the subject of Chapter 5 in this 

thesis. It has a different focus to that of the thesis as the paper outlines her contribution 

to feminist journalism and her pacifist activities throughout her life as expressed in two 

of her books. 
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SPECIAL NOTES AND ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 
1) All references in footnotes and bibliography are in referenced in MLA 

unless specified otherwise. 
 

2) French quotations have not been translated in the text. 

 

3) Abbreviations as cited in the text are as follows: 

 

Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand (Paris) denoted as BMD. 
Archives départementales de la Corrèze (Tulle, Limousin) denoted as ARDC. 
Service historique de l’armée de terre denoted as SHAT. 
 

4) Texts analysed in the thesis are abbreviated as follows: 

 

Marcelle Tinayre 
La Maison du péché. (MP) 
La Veillée des armes. Le Départ: août 1914. (VA) 
Les Lampes voilées. (LLV) 
L’Ennemie intime. (EI) 
 
 
Colette Yver 
Les Cervelines. (LC) 
Princesses de science. (PS) 
Mirabelle de Pampelune. (MP) 
Rose, Madame. (RM) 
 
 
Lucie Delarue-Mardrus 
Marie, fille-mère. (MFM) 
Un roman civil en 1914. (RC) 
L’Ange et les pervers. (AP) 
 
 
Marcelle Capy 
Une voix de femme dans la mêlée. (VM) 
Des hommes passèrent… (DP) 
Femmes seules. (FS)  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Certainly France has an ambivalence towards women still more 
visible than in other European countries, and this has affected both 
its politics and its literary culture.1 
 

In France there has been a reluctance to acknowledge and incorporate the 

majority of early twentieth-century women writers in the broader history of 

France and into the history of French literature. The importance of women 

writers is still contested and it appears as Elaine Showalter proposes that “each 

generation of women writers has found itself, in a sense, without a history, 

forced to rediscover the past anew, forging again and again the consciousness 

of their sex.”2 Women have been handed impossible choices at every moment 

in history: either to become a poor imitation of the masculine or accept second 

class and subservient roles. More specifically, in literary history with the 

exception of “quelques grandes figures au nom du génie,”3 the concept of 

French literature has remained resolutely masculine despite the continuous 

historical presence of women writers from the Middle Ages to the present. 

To justify women’s omission from early twentieth-century French literary history 

and culture, critics, both male and female, asserted that literature by women is 

inferior to that of men by virtue of their sex alone.4 Women have been hampered 

by the demands of reproduction and in early twentieth-century France, society 

internalized the notion that biologically women had limited intellectual capacity 

in comparison to men. This mirrors women’s general status in early twentieth-

century French society and in particular women writers struggled for recognition 

as authors at a time when sexual difference became a pressing philosophical 

and political subject. Anne Epstein’s article points out that the entry of women 

into the professions began to enlarge the areas of female expertise and 

                                                           
1  Alison Finch. French Literature. A Cultural History. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010. 11. 
2  Elaine Showalter. A Literature of Their Own. London: Virago, 1978.11-12. 
3 Martine Reid. Des Femmes en littérature. Paris: Éditions Belin, 2010.6. Emphasis in the 

original. 
4 Jean Ernest-Charles. “Femmes de lettres.” Gil Blas. 12 January 1908 (Le Censeur politique et 

littéraire 92); Paul Flat. Nos femmes de lettres. Paris: Perrin, 1909. 238. 
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authority.5 Nonetheless it was assumed that women were only capable of 

writing about domestic issues, while philosophy and rational logic were 

supposedly the preserve of men. Prejudice has prevailed to the present and 

serves to maintain the “trivialisation of female authorship” as demonstrated by 

Nancy K Miller.6 As Alison Finch says in her recent cultural history of French 

literature, few women writers are acknowledged despite successful careers as 

writers during their lifetime.7 As well as exclusion from the literary canon many 

women writers of this period are also omitted from French literary history written 

in the last century.8 The period 1900-1938 is significantly neglected and merits 

only a few pages in the The Cambridge History of French Literature.9 In the 

past twenty years there has been a more inclusive approach towards women 

writers particularly from Anglo-American researchers, for example, American 

author Eva Martin Sartori has compiled The Feminist Encyclopaedia of French 

Literature which acknowledges the large number of French women writers of 

the era.10 In a more recent history of French literature, women have contributed 

many of the articles and women writers feature to a greater extent than in earlier 

publications.11 French Global takes a different approach in recasting French 

literary history in a way that includes marginalised sections of society, such as 

immigrants and ethnic minorities and has no specific ‘women’s writing.’12 Whilst 

a large number of women are omitted from French literary history, it should be 

noted that many male writers who are similarly not well known continue to be 

                                                           
5 Anne Epstein, “Gender and the rise of the female expert during the Belle Epoque,” 

Histoire@Politique. Politique, culture, société, 14 (May-August 2011): 84-96 96. 
www.histoire-politique.fr  

6  Nancy K. Miller. “Men’s Reading, Women’s Writing: Gender and the Rise of the Novel.” Yale 
French Studies.75. (1988): 40-55. 48. 

7  Finch (2010) 11-14. 
8  André Lagarde & Laurent Michard. XXe Siècle: les grands auteurs français du programme : 

anthologies et histoire littéraire. Paris: Bordas, 1988; Bernard Lecherbonnier, Dominique 
Rincé, Pierre Brunel & Christiane Moatti. Littérature. Texts et Documents. XXe Siècle. Paris: 
Nathan, 1989. 

9 William Burgwinkel, Nicholas Hammond & Emma Wilson. eds. The Cambridge History of 
French Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 662-665; 681-685. 

10 Eva Martin Sartori. The Feminist Encyclopaedia of French Literature. Westport, Conn: 
Greenwood Press, 1999. 

11 Audrey Lasserre. “Les femmes du XXe siècle ont-elles une histoire littéraire (sic)?” Synthèses: 
perspectives théoriques en études littéraires. Cahiers du CERACC. 4. (December 2009): 38-
54. http://www.écritures-modernité.eu. 

12  Christie McDonald & Susan Rubin Suleiman. eds. French Global. A New Approach to Literary 
History. New York: Columbia University Press, 2010. 

http://www.histoire-politique.fr/
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featured.13 An article by Audrey Lasserre succinctly summarises the status of 

women writers and the statistics of their appearances in literary histories. She 

maintains that women are stigmatised while men are over emphasised.14 

 

As a consequence of the absence of women’s writing in earlier literary histories, 

the main well known representations of women in French literature are those 

produced by male authors, who were the dominant published writers of fiction 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These are nineteenth- 

century stereotypical representations associated with the novels of Honoré de 

Balzac, Gustave Flaubert, Émile Zola, the Goncourt brothers, the short stories 

of Guy de Maupassant and the decadent novels of Rachilde15 which deal mainly 

with women as objects. Many of these novels are misogynistic, often depicting 

extreme images of women, ranging from virgin to femme fatale and from 

housewife to harlot in situations that had no relevance to the majority of women 

in Belle Epoque French society. Misogyny does not necessarily equate with 

anti-feminism but as Christine Bard has stated, since the end of the nineteenth-

century: 

La femme (au singulier) est, comme le juif, l’étranger, le vagabond, 
le pauvre, une figure de bouc émissaire dans l’imaginaire. Ce constat 
est banal, mais il n’a pas été assez pris en compte par 
l’historiographie qui a sans doute vu dans cette attitude une donnée 
constante.16 

Similarly, for the 1920s and 30s, images of women by Henri Barbusse, Henry 

de Montherlant, Roland Dorgèles, and Jean Giono accentuated negative 

female attributes. Dominant images produced by François Mauriac, Henry 

Fèvre, André Gide and André Malraux relegate women protagonists to inferior 

positions in society. 

Although literature is widely taught in French schools there are few women 

writers included in the literature curriculum. Ralph Albanese and Martin Curry 

point out that in France there is “the unique merging of the moral authority of 

                                                           
13  Denis Hollier. Ed. A New History of French Literature. Cambridge Mass; London: Harvard 

University Press, 1989. 
14  Lasserre (2009) 45. 
15 Rachilde (1860-1953) nom de plume of Marguerite Vallette-Eymery. Co-founder with her 

husband of Mercure de France and author of the scandalous novel, Monsieur Vénus (1884). 
Rachilde dressed as a man and called herself un homme de lettres. 

16  Christine Bard. Un siècle d’antiféminisme. Paris: Fayard. 1999. 26. 
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national literature with the ‘magisterial’ authority exercised in the classroom.”17 

This lack of female voices has, I suggest, denied French society links with 

women’s experiences of the Belle Epoque, wartime and of the inter-war period. 

Women writers reveal their inner thoughts and attitudes through each narrative 

which challenge the stereotypical perspectives outlined above by enriching the 

understanding of the ‘woman question.’ This thesis suggests that in examining 

these representations it is necessary to appreciate the perceptions and 

subjectivity of women writers in the patriarchal society which generated the 

novels in this study. 

In an attempt to redress this imbalance and broaden the spectrum of images of 

women beyond the existing limited range, I examine here selected texts by four 

women writers, well known to their contemporaries but largely ignored today, 

to demonstrate an array of alternative and more rounded representations of 

women in early twentieth-century French literature. As the literary past, in 

production and reception is read in the present, the following new examination 

of these writers’ careers enhances and revises the history of women writers 

and their female protagonists of their era. The writers are Marcelle Tinayre, 

(1870-1948), from the Corrèze, novelist, journalist, travel writer and an 

advocate for women’s equality in sexual relationships; Colette Yver (1874-

1953), a novelist from Rouen who focused on professional women; Lucie 

Delarue-Mardrus, (1874-1945), from Normandy, a poet, novelist and lesbian 

salonnière; and lastly, Marcelle Capy (1891-1962), a militant socialist, 

investigative journalist and pacifist from the Lot and Toulouse. Although not a 

comparative study the female protagonists in the selected texts display credible 

differences from each other and from more well-known stereotypes. 

All four women had successful literary careers in Paris despite their provincial 

origins and their writing was reviewed in serious contemporary journals and 

newspapers. Many of their novels won prizes and the authors adjudicated on 

prestigious literary panels; in fact two of them were on the first jury that 

established the literary prize La Vie heureuse in 190418 which in 1919 became 

                                                           
17  Ralph Albanese & M.Martin Curry. “Editors’ Preface: Commemoration, Nostalgia, and Crisis 

in French Education.” Yale French Studies. 113 (2008): 1-14.5. 
18  Marcelle Tinayre and Lucie Delarue-Mardrus served on the jury from 1904-1945 and Colette 

Yver from 1929-1949. 



5 
 

the Femina prize as the new Goncourt prize was unlikely to be awarded to a 

woman.19 I have deliberately not considered Colette20 in this thesis as her 

representations of women are well known and well documented.21 Women’s 

fictionalised experiences as described by women writers are a reflection on 

subjects of past importance to women. This thesis thus has the principal goal 

of recuperating selected work of four neglected or forgotten women writers and 

challenging the traditional stereotypical representations of women provided by 

male authors of the same era whose limited representation of character lack 

diversity. 

 

Béatrice Slama avers that at the turn of the twentieth century the inferior 

category of ‘women’s writing’ was created and this label has trivialised writing 

by women due to their sex alone.22 Feminist historian Christine Bard amply 

demonstrates that not only have women’s literary efforts been largely ignored, 

but that women’s importance in French society has been distorted by the wide 

acceptance of stereotypes in history and I would add in fiction as well. Her 

question of why it is necessary to write a specific history of women is answered 

by her scholarly work as she argues that women’s history has been neglected 

and dismissed as a minority interest and consequently most documentation of 

women’s history in French society has been created by men. The title of her 

work Les Femmes dans la société française au 20e siècle is deliberate and is 

a noteworthy addition to French scholarly investigation of women’s history. Bard 

carefully outlines that all women, the famous and the “silencieuses anonymes,” 

should merit equal attention in French cultural history as gender and 

consequently feminist goals have played an important part in defining French 

society.23 

                                                           
19 Géraldi Leroy & Julie Bertrand Sabiani. La Vie littéraire à la Belle Èpoque. Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1998. 264-291. 
20  Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette (1873-1954) French journalist, novelist and performer. 
21  For example: Diana Holmes. Colette. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991; Jean Chalon. Colette: 

l’éternelle apprentie. Paris: Flammarion, 1998; Notre Colette. Ed. Julia Kristeva. Rennes: 
Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2004. 

22  Béatrice Slama. “De ‘la littérature féminine’ à l’écrire-femme,’ Différence et institution.” 
Littérature 44 (December 1981): 51-71.52. 

23  Christine Bard. Les Femmes dans la société française au 20e siècle. Paris: Armand Colin, 
2001. 9. 



6 
 

Furthermore, Françoise Gaspard concurs with Bard that there is no single 

‘féminisme’ but “la coexistence parfois conflictuelle de féminismes.”24  Bard is 

also one of the few scholars who cites all four writers discussed in this thesis in 

her work as examples of different types of ‘féminismes’. Similarly, historian 

Françoise Thébaud in her introduction to Histoire des Femmes en Occident, 

affirms that the historical representation of women has evolved mainly through 

the male imagination which has not always found positive ways to portray 

women other than “au service de l’homme et de la famille.”25 In a salient article 

in 2007, she explains that there is paradoxically “an intellectual but not an 

institutional acceptance of women’s and gender studies in France.”26 She 

points out that only ten out of eighty-seven universities have a course in those 

studies and all of these are electives.27 Women’s history, such as that evoked 

by Bard and Thébaud must be integrated into mainstream French social history. 

The representations of women in this study contribute to showing the complex 

lives women led. Bard and Thébaud suggest that there must be discussion on 

all levels of cultural understanding so that women’s experiences can enrich 

history in general. This viewpoint is endorsed by historian Laura Lee Downs 

who states that “[t]oute histoire digne de ce nom devrait dès lors abandonner 

le prétexte que le genre masculin représente une histoire neutre et universelle 

des espèces, tandis que le féminin demeure l’objet spécifique d’une politique 

de revendication identitaire.”28 However the mere fact that specific women’s 

history has to be written reinforces the differences between the sexes and may 

be said to further marginalise women: the topic of ‘women’s writing’ as a 

category for research presents as an anomaly as there does not appear to be 

an equivalent ‘men’s writing’ category. 

It is not only the important struggle for female emancipation that needs to be 

part of women’s history in France, but all aspects of women’s being such as 

                                                           
24  Françoise Gaspard. “Christine Bard, Les Filles de Marianne, histoire des féminismes; 1914-

1940” Clio. Femmes, Genre, Histoire [on line] 1. (1995): On line 31/05/2005 Web: 29 April 
2014. Emphasis in the original. 

25  Françoise Thébaud. Histoire des femmes en Occident. Le XXe Siècle. Paris: Plon, 1992. 15. 
26  Françoise Thébaud. “Writing Women’s and Gender History in France: A National Narrative.” 

Journal of Women’s History. 19.1 (2007): 167-172.168. 
27  Thébaud (2007) 167. 
28  Laura Lee Downs. “What did you do in the Great War, Mummy? L’Histoire du genre, l’histoire 

de la culture et de l’histoire des femmes pendant la Grande Guerre.” Histoire Culturelle de 
la Grande Guerre. Ed. Jean-Jacques Becker. Paris: Armand Colin, 2005. 194. 
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education, health, work and gender relationships. In this longitudinal study 

based on three periods I suggest that the writing of Marcelle Tinayre, Lucie 

Delarue-Mardrus, Colette Yver and Marcelle Capy constitutes a source parallel 

to statistical or purely factual history for insights into feminine subjectivity in early 

twentieth-century France. I have selected the dates 1900 -1938 to demonstrate 

the writers’ responses to the various social and political events in three periods, 

the Belle Epoque29 (1900-1914), the Great War (1914-1918)30 and the inter-war 

years (1919-1938). The four writers’ novels thus portray contemporary life and 

themes within the latter period of the Third Republic in France (1870-1940). This 

volatile era was characterised by rapid industrialization, technological advances 

and urbanization which brought about far reaching changes in French society. 

 

The thesis begins at the time of the Paris Exposition Universelle (April-

November 1900) which celebrated the achievements of the nineteenth century 

and looked forward to the development of the new century. It reflected a 

generally optimistic view of French society and the progressive nature of 

technology. Progress was made in reducing working hours for women, they 

were admitted to the École des beaux-arts for the first time and the International 

Congress for Women’s Rights was held in Paris. It concludes in 1938 which 

marked certain further advances for women in that “l’incapacité civile de la 

femme mariée”31 was lifted, the Union des Françaises décorées de la Legion 

d’Honneur was founded and Jeanne Alexandre initiated the Ligue des femmes 

pour la paix. By 1938 the so called Belle Epoque, the Great War and the Wall 

Street crash had brought about enormous changes in France both politically and 

socially and the Munich Agreement signed in September 1938, which presaged 

the Second World War, foreshadows the demise of the Third Republic. 

 

The writing I analyse in this thesis gives essential insight into the evolution of 

women’s experience through women’s eyes during a period of intense social 

crisis in France. I use a broad socio-cultural method in detailed readings of the 

                                                           
29  The term Belle Epoque was coined retrospectively for the twentieth-century years before the 

Great War. It was thought of as a time of peace, prosperity and progress. 
30  The use of the term Great War relates to the French La Grande Guerre which is appropriate 

in this context as the thesis relates to France and French women’s writing. 
31  Christine Bard. Les féminismes en France. Vers l’intégration des femmes dans la Cité 1914-

1940. Doctoral thesis under the direction of Michelle Perrot. University Paris VII. 1993. 
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texts to show the wide spectrum of experiences and emotions in the 

representations created by these four writers who each exemplify a different 

facet of women’s lives in their writing. Using archival research I read the selected 

novels – along with contemporaneous texts - (newspaper articles, reviews, and 

writings by other women) as well as autobiographical writings to investigate if 

and to what degree the life and times of each author influenced her writing. By 

using this method to relate the authors’ perceptions of their life experiences with 

their unique interpretations and representations, I develop and enlarge present 

understanding of French women’s participation in society from 1900 to 1938. 

The chosen texts constitute a microcosm of the contradictions and conflicts 

women faced in French society at the time. I concur with Catharine Savage 

Brosman quoting E.D.Hirsch who affirms that: “All serious students of texts from 

the past - texts of any genre - are historians.”32 In many cases the fiction of 

Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy is rooted in biographical reality and 

reflects events in their lives. In opposition to critics who have thought that a text 

should stand alone, I follow Nobel laureate Nadine Gordimer who states: “No 

writer should be required to separate the inner life from a perception of the outer 

world. A writer is someone who is deeply engaged with, and uniquely equipped 

to understand, the political and cultural life of his country.”33 

 

This genre of analysis which reads fictional texts as sources for reflecting on 

historical information has been used, for example by Carolyn Heilbrun and 

Margaret Higonnet who published The Representation of Women in Fiction, a 

collection devoted to feminist criticism of novels, mainly by women such as 

George Sand, Jane Austen, Katherine Mansfield, and Virginia Woolf. Heilbrun 

and Higonnet develop their view that the writings of the above authors 

“represent a woman simultaneously as part of the social code, her position 

determined by set roles, and as a disrupter of norms who unmasks their 

teleology and their limits.”34 These authors, Sand, Austen, Mansfield and Woolf, 

                                                           
32  Catherine Savage Brosman. Visions of War in France: Fiction, Art and Ideology. Louisiana: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1999, xx. Qtd in E.D.Hirsch Jr. Validity in Interpretation. 
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967. 138. 

33 Nadine Gordimer. Telling Times: Writing and Living, 1950-2008. London: Bloomsbury 
Publishing Co. 2010 qtd in The Spectator 26 May 2010. 

34  Carolyn G Heilbrun & Margaret R. Higonnet. Ed. The Representation of Women in Fiction. 
Selected papers from the English Institute, 1981. Baltimore & London: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1983.xviii. 
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also recognized that defying the normal social order had personal 

consequences and my analysis of the French writers I have selected, will show 

that they too often suffered, both financially and socially, as a consequence of 

their ambition to pursue a writing career with subjects that caused controversy 

and sometimes elicited condemnation from influential critics. This study differs 

from previous published studies of women writers in that it examines each writer 

longitudinally across many years of her career rather than concentrating on a 

section of her work in a particular era. This sectionalised approach has been 

successfully displayed by, amongst others, Jennifer Waelti-Walters,35 Shari 

Benstock,36 Diana Holmes37and Juliette Rogers38 for the Belle Epoque, Nancy 

Sloan Goldberg,39 Catherine O’Brien,40 Margaret Darrow41 and Dorothy 

Goldman42 for Great War writing and Fernande Gontier,43 Jennifer Milligan44 

and Mary-Louise Roberts for the turbulent inter-war period. Historian Roberts 

observes that especially for the inter-war period: 

Historians have studied in great detail the demographic, economic 
and social changes that occurred during these years, but they have 
paid much less attention to how the French actually understood 
change as it took place - how they represented it in images and in 
texts, how they embraced and struggled against it, and how they 
reconciled it with cherished traditions. 45  

The novels analysed in this thesis detail many of these changes in 

women’s lives after the Great War. In consideration of men’s suffering they 

                                                           
35 Jennifer Waelti-Walters. Feminist Novelists of the Belle Epoque: Love as a Lifestyle. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990. 
36  Shari Benstock. Women of the Left Bank. Paris 1900-1940. Austin: University of Texas Press, 

1986. 
37  Diana Holmes. French Women’s Writing 1848-1994. London: The Athlone Press, 1996. 
38  Juliette Rogers. Career Stories Belle Epoque Novels of Professional Development. 

Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania University Press, 2007. 
39  Nancy Sloan Goldberg. “Woman, Your Hour is Sounding.” Continuity and Change in French 

Women’s Great War Fiction, 1914-1919. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999. 
40  Catherine. O’Brien. Women’s Fictional Responses to the First World War. A Comparative 

Study of Selected Texts by French and German Writers. New York: Peter Lang, 1997. 
41  Margaret Darrow. French Women and the First World War. War Stories of the Home Front. 

Oxford: Berg, 2000. 
42  Dorothy Goldman with Jane Gledhill, & Judith Hattaway. Women Writers and the Great War.   

New York: Twayne, 1995. 
43  Fernande Gontier. La Femme et le couple dans le roman 1919-1939. Paris: Klincksieck,   

1976. 
44  Jennifer Milligan. The Forgotten Generation. French Women Writers of the Inter-war Period. 

Oxford: Berg, 1996. 
45   Mary Louise Roberts. Civilization Without Sexes. Reconstructing Gender in Post-war France, 

1917-1927. Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 1994. 5. 
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were obliged to counter arguments against their apparent focus on self-

interest. This sentiment is particularly pertinent to this longitudinal study as 

the political and social events during the Belle Epoque, the Great War and 

the inter-war years influenced the content and style of writing. Elizabeth 

Eger points out: 

There is an under scrutinized relationship between our conception of 
the individual lifestyle and our broader sense of the historical age. 
They [the novels] show what is lost if one fails to take into account 
the whole of the author’s life regardless of whether it crossed 
traditional period lines. This insight becomes most important with 
regard to authors who published over many years.46 

With increased educational opportunities in the early twentieth century and a 

rise in literacy, educated bourgeois women were able to take more control over 

their representation in literature and sought to redefine their status in a 

patriarchal society albeit in the traditionally acceptable form of the novel. Each 

of the selected writers illuminated the ‘woman question’ in French society with 

her writing even though she may not have accepted or promoted ‘feminism’ as 

an ideology. In fact the denial of the term ‘feminism’ often served the purpose 

of promoting non-traditional views successfully. Certainly their individual 

‘feminisms’ were pursued on several fronts depending on their interest in a 

particular aspect of women’s lives. The exposure of possibilities for women in 

these early twentieth-century novels encouraged women to discuss different 

relationships, new career opportunities and social activism. Though they have 

now been relegated to minor status by the “undemocratic, misogynistic nature 

of patriarchal French society”47 and the tacit complicity of literary critics, they are 

a relevant reflection of women of the era and an important source for research 

into historical representations of women by women writers. 

For clarification the following definitions will be used in this thesis. 

‘Representation’ means how any female character is described in the selected 

writing. This includes the author’s description of how the character’s actions 

affect or are a consequence of her position in society. My definition is similar to 

                                                           
46  Elizabeth Eger. “Vanished Purple.” Times Literary Supplement. No 5554. 11 September 

2009. 22. 
47  Milligan (1996) 14. 
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that used by Elizabeth Ermarth in Fictional Consensus and Female Casualties 

who asserts that: “Fictional representation means verisimilitude, realism, the art 

of likeness to individual perception.”48 In discussing the novels and other 

writing, I use the present tense when mentioning events in the work of the 

selected authors and the past tense for historical and critical comments. Early 

twentieth-century women gained an increasingly active role in determining their 

own future and were becoming less restricted to a specific domain. As such, 

these women novelists use the genre of the roman à these in a conventional 

manner to make a statement about contemporary conditions and promote 

change by widening their readers’ access to a greater spectrum of female 

characters. It may be argued that the women’s representational fiction under 

consideration here is realistic but from ‘the other,’ that is female, point of view 

and encourages a public gaze into women’s lives in what was previously 

deemed the private sphere. 

 

The designation ‘women’ covers a wide spectrum in that the female sex is 

divided by social class, political allegiance, religion, education and cultural 

values, age and origin by which, in France, I mean from either Paris or provincial 

France. Feminist research in the 1960s tended to group women as a fairly 

homogenous entity but later research has acknowledged women’s complex 

diversities.49 Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy were all from provincial 

bourgeois families and were well educated for their sex although in different 

ways, which will be expanded on in their respective chapters. 

 

Women’s ‘status’ is loosely defined as how women are perceived by society 

and their position of power in that society at any given time. Women’s lack of 

gender equality was underpinned by the patriarchal and misogynistic ideology 

of both the Catholic Church and the French state especially in the middle 

classes where gender complementarity was considered the ideal for a stable 

society. Church and State believed that the most respected social and moral 

role for women in bourgeois France was that of domesticity and motherhood 

                                                           
48  Elizabeth Ermarth. “Fictional Consensus and Female Casualties.” Ed. Heilbrun & Higonnet 

(1983) 2-3. 
49  Bard (2001) 9. 
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and women’s procreative role assumed a major political significance especially 

after heavy losses of men both the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871) and the 

Great War (1914-1918). 

 

Writing for women was an important bridge between the sheltered private sphere 

of the home and the public sphere where their work could often be evaluated 

anonymously without the knowledge of the gender of the writer. Their social class, 

improved technology, such as cheaper printing costs, and rising levels of 

education created the conditions for women to write for a living. Susan Lanser 

points out that the act of writing and publishing “is implicitly a quest for discursive 

authority: a quest to be heard, respected, and believed, a hope of influence”50 

which was difficult for women to do publicly at this time. The purpose of writing 

was to inform their readers so these women writers used the traditional forms of 

writing to impart their message. ‘Women’s writing’ in general encompasses short 

stories, journal articles, polemic pamphlets and novels, the majority being novels, 

some of which were published in magazines or journals in serial form known as 

roman-feuilleton before publication in book form. It is noteworthy that in early 

twentieth-century France there were difficulties in nomenclature for a writer as 

the term écrivain is masculine as is romancier, changing these to écrivaine and 

romancière was problematic. Women often used noms de plume to disguise their 

authorship and some were equivocal about their exposing their marital status. 

Some nomenclature was sexually ambiguous and bhut was perceived to have a 

pejorative connotation depending on the type of writing being undertaken.51 

Literary historian Melanie Collado has adopted the terms “auteures” and 

“écrivaines” currently used in Canada.52  

 

Given that the French literary canon has been and remains predominantly 

composed of upper class male writing and that male representation of women is 

the dominant form of representation in French literature, resulting from the long 

                                                           
50 Susan Lanser. Fictions of Authority. Women Writers and Narrative Voice. Ithaca & London:      

Cornell University Press, 1992. 7. 
51 Changing the gender of a title often meant it was no longer the grammatical masculin universel 

accepted in the French language of the era. For example, romancière is not the equivalent 
of romancier and generally refers to the author of a light sentimental work. In the plural, 
romanciers, means novelists in general but usually refers to ‘great’ male novelists. 

52 Melanie Collado. Colette, Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, Marcelle Tinayre. Émancipation et 
résignation. Paris: L’Harmattan, 2003, 21. 
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held but erroneous belief that women did not have the ability to write on subjects 

other than love and domesticity, these women authors provide compelling 

alternative representations of women’s lives. With their fictional representations 

of women in diverse situations, Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy gave 

women access to wider information about women’s experiences albeit in a 

novelistic form. These reflections on contemporary society may be seen to have 

contributed to the development of political and social gender equality in French 

society and illustrate the role that literature may play in framing perceptions of 

reality. In addition, some work by early twentieth-century women writers has been 

lost to modern researchers as many novels were originally published in low-

priced editions or in serial form by magazines and so have not survived 

physically. Others are now rare and it is difficult to obtain copies as the Dépot 

légal did not fully exist until 1920.53 However, despite some works disappearing 

from a contemporary perspective as hard copies, fortunately others have been 

revived in digital form in several online libraries and are available for research. 54 

 

Marcelle Tinayre, Colette Yver, Lucie Delarue-Mardrus and Marcelle Capy 

wrote in an era of transition for French society, especially for women from 1900-

1938.  For each of the three different periods, the Belle Epoque, the Great War 

and the inter-war years, I have selected a range of novels that reflect 

representation of diverse female protagonists. The works of each of these 

writers offer individualistic insight, revealing broader socio-cultural contexts for 

French women who have not always been acknowledged by historians, literary 

critics or male writers in the past. Thus by looking at how each writer’s oeuvre 

develops and responds to the social changes in patriarchal society and how the 

war shaped their writing, the thesis aims not only to recuperate lost voices of 

women, but also to expose nuances in the depiction of women unacknowledged 

in traditional representation. Each of the subsequent chapters will be a medium 

to ensure that the lost or disregarded voices of Marcelle Tinayre, Colette Yver, 

Lucie Delarue-Mardrus and Marcelle Capy contribute to a greater 

understanding of French women’s experiences in society in these years. Their 

                                                           
53 When a book is published in France, a copy must be submitted to the archives of the 

Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris so that there is a permanent record of its publication. 
54  For example: The European Library www.theeuropeanlibrary.org; The Library of Congress, 

www.loc.gov; and Project Gutenberg, www.gutenberg.org; 

http://www.theeuropeanlibrary.org/
http://www.loc.gov/
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biographical and thematic interests are interwoven with the socio-political 

context to demonstrate the development of each author’s work from 1900-1938 

in a longitudinal manner. Previous studies have tended to analyse multiple 

authors in a given period rather than examining the development of the 

individual writer and her approach to change during her career. 55 Apart from 

Delarue-Mardrus’s autobiography, Mes mémoires which charts her 

development in a superficial manner, there is no work that considers the range 

of each author’s writing.56 The lack of this type of research then further removes 

their writing from the socio-cultural history of France. This longitudinal study 

which addresses this gap to rescue this writing from obscurity, is an original 

contribution to the study of the representation of women by women writers in 

France during this period. 

 

The first chapter of the thesis sets out the socio-historical context (the Belle 

Epoque, the Great War and the inter-war period in France), the place of women 

in society and especially that of women writers and serves as a frame for the 

longitudinal study by bringing to the fore society’s changing perceptions and 

women’s insights during this period. The subsequent chapters each deal with 

an individual writer, chosen in this order to explore the development in the 

portrayal of relationships. Chapter Two initially encompasses Marcelle Tinayre’s 

responses to social changes in French society embodied in her outlook on 

autonomy in relationships, her response to the Great War and her 

acknowledgement that the war affected women for many years after it. Chapter 

Three analyses Colette Yver’s representation of professional women and their 

struggle to combine family life and a career before the Great War; then her 

contribution to wartime writing and finally her fiction depicting an academic 

woman’s situation in the inter-war years when society’s main focus was on men. 

Chapter Four delineates Lucie Delarue-Mardrus ambivalent sexuality, her 

concern with the nature of motherhood and violence against women over the 

periods I have mentioned. Chapter Five discusses the youngest writer  Marcelle 

Capy’s militant socialist and feminist activism and how her views pervade both 

her polemic and fictional representation of women during her career. This 

                                                           
55  Waelti-Walters (1990). 
56  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. Mes mémoires. Paris: Gallimard, 1938. 
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examination of four authors writing across the same era clearly establishes the 

diversity of women’s lives and reveals that women’s writings were not 

homogenous in theme or focus. This thesis highlights the relevance of their work 

at the time of their publication, proposes their influence on the next generation 

of women and women writers in France and reaffirms the reasons they are of 

interest today because of the light they shed on this challenging era for women 

in France. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Women Writers and Society in France 1900-1938 

Women Writers and Society in the Belle Epoque 1900-1914 

 

In order to place Marcelle Tinayre, Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, Colette Yver and 

Marcelle Capy in their particular historical and literary context, it is necessary to 

discuss the status of women in France at this time and especially that of women 

writers. In the years preceding the Great War there were many factors in French 

society that made a writing career a difficult path for women to choose even 

though France has a long history of women writers. Women’s writing is as 

diverse as women themselves but it has existed on the margins of the canon. 

Literary historian Camille Aubaud declares that: 

Au tournant du XlXe et du XXe siècle, l’activité des femmes de lettres 
est confrontée plus que jamais à la notion de ‘l’anti-talent’ de celles 
qu’on appelait alors ‘les femmes à plumes’. Elles doivent désormais 
se définir non seulement face aux hommes de lettres, mais aussi face 
au féminisme. (…) Les années 1900 se caractérisent par une prise 
de conscience féminine, pour rompre l’interdiction de libre opinion, 
de pensée et de désir propres aux femmes.1 

 
She identifies that the two most significant obstacles for women writers are 

firstly anti-feminism which here means the lack of civil, social and or political 

rights for women, and secondly the claim that women lacked the talent to be 

serious writers. Steven Hause and Anne Kenney demonstrate that women had 

lost rights after the 1789 Revolution epitomised by the guillotining of feminist 

activist Olympe de Gouges in 1793. Women had very few liberties in early 

twentieth-century France and this period saw many women strive for more 

equal social and political rights but from the beginning the feminist movement 

in France was fragmented with differences in both approach and goals for 

women.2 

 

The Catholic Church emphasised obedience to a central authority while the 

introduction of the Napoleonic code had worsened the civil legal status of 

                                                           
1  Camille Aubaud. Lire les femmes de lettres. Paris: Dunod 1993. 134; 136. 
2  Steven C. Hause & Anne R. Kenney. Woman’s Suffrage and Social Politics in the French 

Third Republic. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984. 4-12. 
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women. As such, the incongruity between the law and social custom became 

obvious as the difference between women’s theoretical legal position and their 

growing expectations were exposed. Double standards for male/female 

behaviour abounded, for example, the law punished women adulterers more 

severely than men, promoted by the myth of “la femme séductrice qui précipite 

l’homme dans le malheur et la mort”3 which psychologist Karen Horney affirms 

has bedevilled the relationships between the sexes from antiquity to the 

present.4 Women were unable to sue men in paternity cases and were held 

entirely responsible for the bringing up of illegitimate children.5 Their pleas for 

civil equality were discouraged by the Catholic Church, which viewed women’s 

lesser role in society as a consequence of Eve’s original transgression. This 

helped to reinforce patriarchal dominance.6 Prostitution was an accepted 

means by which men could have pre-marital and extra marital sex. For most 

prostitutes, other than the minority grandes courtisanes, this was not their only 

occupation as they were often working class women and girls who needed to 

supplement their meagre incomes in domestic service. James McMillan points 

out that in this role these young working class women were ironically “the 

necessary guardians of the bourgeois woman’s virtue.”7 Bourgeois women 

remained a commodity, “une valeur marchande”8 which increased their 

husband’s fortune and respectability with their ‘good’ behaviour’. 

 

The Napoleonic Civil Code made women perpetual minors before the law. 

Women were excluded from the status of citizens and their political rights were 

closely controlled by minimal rights of association and restricted access to the 

press. Together with a lack of financial independence this limited their avenues 

for protest against a well established and powerful patriarchal society. A woman 

had no rights over her own body or those of her children. She could not have a 

passport or employment or open a bank account without her husband’s 

permission. If a woman was ill and was sent to a sanatorium, she could be 

                                                           
3  Gontier (1976) 14. 
4  Karen Horney. Feminist Psychology. New York: Norton, 1967. 112. 
5  Patricia Branca. Women in Europe since 1870. London: Routledge, 1978.164. 
6 James F McMillan. France and Women 1789-1914: Gender, Society and Politics. London: 

Routledge, 2000,) 40. 
7  McMillan (2000) 40. 
8  Gontier (1976) 24. 
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accused of deserting the family home.9 The pro-natalist French government 

was seriously concerned about the low birth rate and argued “that the demand 

for emancipation could be represented not only as an abdication of women’s 

natural role but as a threat to the security of the state itself.”10 It was said that 

French women’s power lay behind the scenes but as the struggle for equality in 

diverse contexts was to show, this was not an acceptable or satisfactory 

situation for many women across social, economic and political strata.11 

 

Diana Holmes and Carrie Tarr show that despite women’s varied circumstances 

in class and geography in France in 1900 the major impediment to their social 

and political progress was gender. They were not equal citizens with men of the 

Republic.12 This meant that political emancipation and equality of opportunity 

were denied to half the adult population until 1944 on the basis of gender alone. 

In Masculinity and Male Codes of Honour, Robert Nye explains that Rousseau’s 

theory that women should remain in the private sphere and contemporary 

biomedical data conspired to construct an hypothesis that the sexes were 

‘naturally’ suited to their respective social and familial roles.13 This was 

reinforced by the publication of virulent tirades against the emancipation of 

women such as La Femme dans la nature by Edmond Perrier in 1908.14 

Perceived to be biologically more complex than man, women’s growing desire 

for autonomy threatened the balance between the external and interior worlds. 

Men were associated with the public sphere and reason whereas women were 

aligned with the private sphere and nature.15 Anti-feminists were determined to 

retain this precarious cultural equilibrium.16 Furthermore, the term femme 

publique continued to signify a prostitute, which also contributed to the barriers 

between women and public life.17 To add to that linguistic anomaly, the police 

                                                           
9  Branca (1978)162. 
10  McMillan (2000) 220. 
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Nye (1993) 47-71. 
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des mœurs did not distinguish between women in public and the ‘public woman’ 

ie prostitutes. 

 

These impositions on personal rights and freedom were mirrored in the career 

of an aspiring woman writer. Women’s striving for gender equality had been 

plainly expressed in France since the Revolution of 1789 had decreased their 

rights and certainly the generation before the Great War was no different. Since 

its inception in 1870, the Third Republic in France had witnessed the formation 

of diverse small liberal-republican feminist groups. Stimulated by a series of 

feminist congresses in 1896 and especially in 1900 and a strongly feminist daily 

newspaper, La Fronde, the women's rights movement grew rapidly.18 By 1914, 

the movement numbered over twenty-five thousand members. However 

attempts to improve women’s civil, social and political rights were divided in both 

goals and methods employed. The most outspoken section of the movement 

was essentially bourgeois, urban, republican, and non-Catholic; as such it was 

estranged from the much larger Catholic right-wing women's movement which 

opposed most militant reforms to women’s status.19 Concurrently, on the 

feminist left, there was little co-operation from the smaller but more militant 

socialist women who resisted many feminist aims, such as political voting rights, 

as the vote was held to be a bourgeois smokescreen to avoid basic social 

equality in wages. Opportunities for women to write and to present their views 

on women’s experiences became more accessible.  

 

By 1900, with the rise in national education, cheaper printing costs through 

technological developments and the growth of retailing, the novel had become 

a more democratized form of literature and became the favoured form of writing 

for many women authors. Nevertheless, women writers were “trapped in the 

specifically literary construct of what Gertude Stein was to call ‘patriarchal 

poetry.’”20 This quote refers to English language women’s writing but aptly 

captures the status of French women writers as well. Christine Planté says that 

in the late nineteenth-century, men, particularly critics and intellectuals tried to 

                                                           
18  Hause & Kenney (1984) 32-36. 
19  Hause & Kenney (1984) 61-62. 
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enclose “les femmes dans une altérité qui était aussi une infériorité.”21 Aubaud 

quotes Honoré de Balzac who thought women could write but then should burn 

their work as the use of intellect undermined their femininity.22 This view has 

somewhat changed and most researchers into women’s writing celebrate the 

differences between men and women’s writing, nonetheless in the early 

twentieth-century women writers were at the forefront of ‘the woman question,’ 

exposing their views on gender inequalities present in French society. 

 

The four women writers examined here followed the tradition of Madame de 

Lafayette who is often credited with writing the first modern novel, La Princesse 

de Clèves, in 1678. This roman d’analyse dealt with historical events and moral 

dilemmas in society. Women’s cultural aspirations as femmes de lettres 

challenged the established social order and generally women artists had to 

contend with “[l]a force du préjugé misogyne [qui] montre le déni d’universalité 

infligé aux œuvres de femmes, il oriente donc leur réception, et finit par 

influencer la position même de la femme artiste.”23 Women writers, principally 

from the middle class, were becoming more visible in public life but were still 

exhorted to maintain the home as la femme au foyer which referred to a woman 

who remained in the home to look after children and generally manage domestic 

affairs. This was the preferred situation even in relatively poor bourgeois 

families as it was a sign of respectability, moral rectitude and upward mobility. 

Both church and state encouraged mothers to be the primary educator for their 

children, both morally and academically and remain at home as the mère 

éducatrice, la gardienne de foyer. 

 

The establishment recognized that the writer’s potential as a force to influence 

society was a direct challenge to male authority and made a link between 

women’s writing and “moral decay and mental instability.”24 La femme auteur, 

one of the many terms to designate a woman writer, was seen as a monster by 

male society, a dangerous and subversive purveyor of discontent as women 

achieved small gains in gender equality. It was claimed that women authors 
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unbalanced the established order by producing and creating literature while, it 

was said, abandoning their natural duty in the feminine world of procreation. 

Joshua Cole’s article shows how “moralisers and reformers” who ap[peared to 

use biology to confer special obligations on women to reproduce but in reality it 

was a smoke screen to prevent women entering the public sphere.25 Woman 

writers were judged to be the vanguard of the ‘New Woman,’ la femme nouvelle, 

epitomizing all that men feared in observing their attempts to enter more fully 

the nascent public sphere.26 

 

Men’s fear was concretised in art by the many femme fatale images of women, 

notably that of Salome, by artists such as Gustave Moreau, Felicien Rops and 

Odile Redon and in the writing of authors such as Emile Zola, Joris-Karl 

Huysmans, Gustave Flaubert and Oscar Wilde.27 The Belle Epoque woman 

writer found herself “as reviled and as intimidating a figure as the prostitute and 

the hysteric.”28 The Belle Epoque was also a period of intense concentration on 

medical and psychological research. Mesch notes, the proliferation of popular 

medical texts gave scientific rationales for this perceived female intellectual 

inferiority.29 This supposedly increased medical knowledge of female 

physiology engendered a greater challenge to contemporary male 

representation of female characters, invoking psychological and physical 

attributes. Female authors such as Rachilde, Liane de Pougy, Colette and 

Renée Vivien emphasised female intellectual attributes as well as concentrating 

on the physical body or purely biological function.30 The combination of 

contemporary medical research into female sexuality and the proliferation of 

images demonising women’s sexuality contributed to the difficulty many women 

had in overcoming the prevalence of misogyny in society. Control of prostitutes 

was ‘medicalised” and further marginalising them in society. There seemed to 

be no middle ground in bourgeois society for women writers to occupy between 

the extremes of the femme fatale and the mère éducatrice. 
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Concomitantly, male authors often represented female protagonists in literature 

as they perceived them or wanted them to be, not necessarily reflecting genuine 

female aspirations or the basic daily living conditions women faced. Instead they 

exhorted them to be better wives and mothers on one hand, while depicting 

them as prostitutes and femmes fatales on the other. In early twentieth-century 

France, bourgeois women’s sexuality was envisaged only as a tool for 

procreation and the idea of pleasurable sex for mutual benefit remained a 

province of the grandes courtisanes. Some nineteenth-century realist novels of 

Gustave Flaubert and Emile Zola have been accepted as reflections of 

contemporary society where women such as Emma Bovary and Nana are 

shown in a negative light by their male authors, encompassing frivolous, coarse 

and facile aspects of contemporary life. These novels represent only a very 

small minority of women in society. My analysis of the representation of women 

by women in this thesis demonstrates that women were realistically portrayed 

in a much wider variety of situations than popularly imagined. 

 

Against a background of conflict between anti-clerical Republicans and Catholic 

monarchists over the minds of women, the Belle Epoque saw an increase in the 

number of women writers both in the literary sphere, in journalism and in social 

activism promoting emancipation. To a large extent, this was due to the 

improvement in education for girls throughout France from 1870 and especially 

after the enactment in 1880 of Camille Sée’s Law which established state 

secondary education for girls.31 It was also influenced by the re-emergence of 

a feminist press.32 Few people queried the benefit of education for girls but often 

the purpose of this education was disputed. The rise of industrialization and 

compulsory public primary schooling introduced by socialist republican Jules 

Ferry (1832-1893) in the same year greatly increased the number of literate 

women (and men) in France. The establishment of public reading rooms and 

cheaper editions meant that literature was no longer the sole preserve of the 

elite male who had been the judge of literary worth. However, the syllabus for a 

special female diploma was different to that of boys and the baccalauréat for 

girls, which would allow women to go to university, was not established until 
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1919. The difference in curricula between male and female secondary 

education was only removed in 1924.33 In addition to improved educational 

opportunities for girls, the fall in the price of paper and the reduction in printing 

costs contributed to the rise of the popular novel and encouraged a large market 

for fiction. However, for the most part, for women to write successfully, they had 

to have some familial or societal assistance to publish their work. Tinayre, Yver, 

Delarue-Mardrus and Capy had the advantage of receiving assistance from 

male friends and relatives to enter the Parisian publishing milieu but their 

persistence and talent ensured they had financially successful careers. 

Moreover, it is not surprising that these four women came from bourgeois 

backgrounds, where they had had opportunities for education. 

 

There was, however some contemporary support for women’s writing. For 

example Marguerite Durand in 1897 founded the newspaper La Fronde34 which 

employed only women journalists, many of whom comprised “a large proportion 

of the feminist elite.”35 This paper entirely staffed by women from journalists, 

print production workers and cleaners was mockingly called “Le Temps en 

jupon.”36 The paper favoured direct observation and eye witness accounts 

supported by a radical republican feminist outlook. Durand did not necessarily 

support suffrage for women at all times and often had her beauty and feminine 

attributes denigrated by her more radical female opponents. She admitted that 

her looks were often an advantage in negotiations with male adversaries. 

Before the establishment of La Fronde the feminist press had been fragmented 

with each paper having a small circulation but La Fronde soon developed into 

a forum for educated women to discuss feminist activism and national politics 

but not necessarily political emancipation. La Fronde gave many women the 

opportunity to publish work as journals and newspapers were often an entry into 
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a career as a serious writer.37 This was a highly significant step for aspiring 

women writers, such as Tinayre, Yver and Delarue-Mardrus, as magazines 

gave them a vehicle to publish their early work a process which might otherwise 

have been problematic.38 This public platform was particularly significant during 

the years of the critically important Dreyfus Affair which had the effect of 

polarising intellectuals as either politically left- or right-wing and gave impetus 

to French anti-semitism.39 For the first time a woman journalist, Séverine was 

accredited as a court reporter.40 She provided a different view to those 

published in Le Figaro and Le Temps by their male journalists.  

 

The themes treated in novels by Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy 

show the expansion of women from the mainly private sphere into public space 

in French society. The question became not whether women could move out of 

the private sphere but how this could be achieved. Consequently, women 

entering the public sphere of writing were largely construed as ‘unnatural,’ and 

criticised as more women writers made money from their writing making them 

less dependent on male support. Fortunately, despite adverse criticism, many 

women writers persisted in expressing “their different, gendered visions of a 

changing world”41 in their novels. Establishing a writing career was often a 

difficult, lonely and painstaking process. Each writer explained le trajet 

individuel 42 she had to follow in challenging the exclusive masculine tenure of 

authorship. A woman had to overcome personal obstacles in education, in 

publishing, and in earning an independent living in the face of male antipathy 

towards women in the public domain.43 This is emphasised by Holmes who 

quotes philosopher Henri Marion’s series of lectures, Psychologie de la 
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femme,44 to argue that women were constantly being viewed from the male 

perspective as inferior and lesser beings both in society and as writers. Their 

behaviour was described and proscribed by men.45 It must be stressed that in 

early twentieth-century France few French women writers were regarded by 

literary men and critics as being equal to their male counterparts in literary 

output or in intellectual calibre. Literary criticism was more often than not gender 

based and any achievements were countered by disparaging criticism of 

women writers as they were perceived to lack the ability to write ‘rationally’ or 

about anything other than intimate relationships, mostly in the form of formulaic 

romantic love stories. Women writers were in fact, the literary face of ‘the 

woman question’ endlessly debated by male critics who promoted the 

derogatory notion of the bas-bleu. 

 

The French term bas-bleu was derived from Elizabeth Montague’s Blue 

Stocking Society formed in England in 1750s. The term was taken up by Charles 

Philipon, editor of La Charivari (1832-1893), to dissociate men from intellectual 

women authors as he maintained that intellect was unfeminine. The term was 

further popularised by the misogynist chapter entitled Les Bas-bleus by Jules 

Barbey d’Aurevilly in 1878.46 It became a pejorative expression to ridicule and 

mock women writers in France in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries meaning an unfeminine, intellectual bourgeois woman who thought 

she was man’s intellectual equal. The bas-bleu definitely did not conform to 

men’s ideal domestic image of a woman but in some ways the label became a 

badge of honour amongst intellectuelles. For the researcher today the most 

revealing aspect of this ill-conceived criticism is that it was directed at the 

question of whether women could be serious writers at all. To be recognized as 

such it was said one had to have talent, money, or be the subject of scandal. 

Anna de Noailles47 had the first two, Colette the last! In addition I suggest that 

the way women’s fiction highlighted some of the barriers against women gaining 
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financial and social equality in the early twentieth century contributed to the 

development of Simone de Beauvoir’s influential treatise in 1949. Here Beauvoir 

argued that women are not born to act as women but are acculturated to be 

women by a patriarchal society.48 Her subsequent criticism of the women writers 

discussed in this thesis does not credit them with the struggle they had to 

endure to be educated in order to have a literary career. However she does 

acknowledge that: “Malgré leur conformisme, les livres élargissaient mon 

horizon ;”49 which was indeed what the novels did for many other women as 

well. 

 

By virtue of their social status aristocratic women, many of whom advocated 

emancipation for women, were able to host literary gatherings in Paris without 

overt censure.50 Certain women of the aristocracy or of the demi-monde such 

as Anna de Noailles and Liane de Pougy, had enough social standing or wealth 

to defy usual expectations.51 Similarly, certain expatriate women, such as 

Americans Natalie Clifford Barney52 and Gertrude Stein,53 played an important 

part in enabling writers of both sexes to meet in the traditional and not so 

traditional literary salons.54 The Parisian writer Rachilde held a salon, known as 

les mardis de Mercure, which was mainly for male writers in the offices of 

Mercure de France, the newspaper revived by both her and her husband, Alfred 

Vallette. 

 

Writing commercially was thought to attract women of suspect morals and was 

not seen as a suitable profession for decent women.55 They were perceived to 

epitomize moral depravity and their activity conjured up images of social 
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disintegration in a patriarchal society, which was very unsettling for men as their 

intellectual and authoritative superiority was being challenged by “LÈve 

nouvelle,” the new Eve.56 In this unsympathetic, largely misogynistic society, 

women writers often had to devise techniques to disguise the origin of their 

work. The facility to publish and then receive objective critical analysis was often 

based on the sex of the writer. In addition, parents sometimes disapproved of 

their daughters’ career choice and to avoid stigmatising the family name as well 

as to disguise the origin and deflect sexist criticism of their writing, some women 

adopted an invented masculine nom de plume, as for example, did George 

Sand (Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin) and Gerard d’Houville, (Marie Louise 

Antoinette de Herédia de Régnier). Another disguise was the use of a distinctive 

single name such as Gyp57, Séverine, Rachilde and Colette. This avoided 

revealing the marital or gender status of the writer. Marcelle Tinayre used a 

male name for her very early work; Colette Yver was the nom de plume of 

Antoinette Bergevin and Marcelle Capy used her mother’s maiden name for 

professional work. However, this practice of disguising the author’s identity was 

mocked by the novelist and anti-feminist critic Albert Cim in Bas-bleus, as he 

saw it as a preposterous form of cross-dressing which he believed rendered 

women’s attempts to write even more ridiculous. 58 

 

In parallel to literary criticism, the number of magazines and journals directed at 

women readers proliferated. Women edited the majority of overtly feminist 

periodicals.59 Popular fashion and celebrity magazines were owned and 

directed by men who promoted women in a particular way that complemented 

their achievements and their roles as home makers and mothers. In particular, 

La Vie heureuse and Femina differed from La Fronde in that they encouraged 

female achievement and feminine attributes rather than gender equality or 

feminist political activity for women.60 In 1902 La Vie heureuse sponsored a vote 
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to find the forty most influential women in France. This arose out of the idea that 

women had no representation in the Académie française. Actress Sarah 

Bernhardt received the most votes but, an official Académie for women was 

never established as most of the women nominated felt it would be more 

relevant to use existing institutions. In October 1902 the director of the 

magazine La Vie heureuse, Mme Caroline de Broutelles, in consultation with 

other literary women and the publisher, Hachette, decided to offer a prize for 

the best novel of the year by a writer of either sex. La Vie heureuse, together 

with the women’s magazine Femina inaugurated the literary La Vie heureuse 

prize which was to be awarded annually to any writer of either sex for the best 

work of the year. All the twenty-two members of the jury committee of La Vie 

heureuse prize would be female, many of whom had been nominated for the 

female Académie.61 Anna de Noailles was elected president of the jury with 

Jane Dieulafoy as vice-president. Marcelle Tinayre would also be a future 

president in 1908 and she remained on the jury of this prestigious prize with 

Lucie Delarue-Mardrus until 1949. In 1913 they were joined by Colette Yver. 

This collaborative jury was invaluable in allowing femmes de lettres to have a 

voice in literary circles, even though they were criticised and derided by male 

critics as not serious writers as the magazines were concurrently promoters of 

celebrity women. Tinayre and Delarue-Mardrus used popular images of 

themselves in these magazines to increase their visibility on the literary scene.  

 

Nonetheless this network engendered a certain solidarity amongst women 

writers, including ex-patriates such as Natalie Barney and Pauline Tarn (known 

as the poet Renée Vivien).62 This innovative prize was scoffed at by the jury of 

the Goncourt prize, established the year before, who had denied their prize to 

Anna de Noailles on the flimsy grounds that her work was poetry and the prize 

was intended for a work of fiction.63 The following year the Goncourt prize jury 

refused to award the prize to La Conquête de Jérusalem by Myriam Harry 

because its author was a woman. 64 The Goncourt jury did not award a prize to 
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a woman until 1944 and the first woman elected to the Académie française had 

to wait until 1980.65 From correspondence in the dossiers at the Bibliothèque 

Marguerite Durand66 and in the Marcelle Tinayre dossier in the Departmental 

Archives in Tulle it is plain that La Vie heureuse literary committee was a useful 

platform for women writers to meet and have a voice in an era where women 

were restricted to mainly private forums. The magazines helped to popularise 

women’s novels and certainly contributed to Tinayre and Delarue-Mardrus’s 

ability to earn a living from writing. In addition, letters in archives show that the 

members were heavily lobbied by both candidates and publishers to support 

their claims for the prize.67 La Vie heureuse prize was changed to the Femina 

prize in 1919 when the two magazines merged. It was sponsored by the 

publisher Hachette. It remains a prestigious French literary prize to the present. 

 

In general, influential contemporary literary critics such as Octave Uzanne,68 

Jules Bertaut and Paul Flat said the subjects treated by women were not as 

intellectual as those treated by men because women only had their limited 

domestic experiences of which to write.69 In  La Littérature féminine 

d’aujourd’hui, Bertaut avers that most women’s writing was disconnected from 

the true ‘nature’ of real women as “[c]e déséquilibre constituerait le symptôme 

le plus grave si nous ne savions que, très heureusement, la majorité de nos 

femmes de lettres n'est pas le reflet exact de la majorité des femmes 

d'aujourd'hui.”70 Women were pilloried for writing about their immediate 

experiences and simultaneously condemned if they wrote on subjects 

considered by the critic to be beyond their intellectual capacity.  This is 

illustrated by Bertaut’s additional criticism that women were incapable of original 

thought and had narrow horizons which could only concentrate on love as their 

principal theme: 

Il est rare que la femme s'égare sur ces terrains nouveaux, elle s'y 
trouve dépaysée, elle se cantonne avant tout dans le domaine de 
l'amour qui, à tout âge est sa grande préoccupation, et des conflits 
sentimentaux, et des drames passionnels, et de tout ce qui s'ensuit. 
Neuf fois sur dix, ce sentiment est celui de l'amour. La femme est 
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faite essentiellement pour aimer, c'est là le plus puissant et le plus 
habituel de ses instincts. Traduisez en art : la femme est faite pour 
chanter l'amour. Neuf fois sur dix, le sujet de ses romans ou de ses 
poèmes sera l'amour, encore l'amour, toujours l'amour ! 71  

 
This pejorative attitude pervaded much critical masculine thought in France in 

published reviews and journals. 

 

Women writers also had to contend with contemporary female criticism. In 

reviews in Mercure de France and in her somewhat scandalous novels and 

plays, Rachilde “combine[d] morbid eroticism with a sardonic attack on gender 

boundaries.”72 This did not mean that she accepted women’s desire for female 

equality but was a mocking disparagement of women’s efforts to gain gender 

equality. Daniel Lesueur too, succinctly criticised female participation in the 

labour force, including writers, as she remarked that women’s work degrades 

her social class as a bourgeois woman had to be a lady, and by definition a lady 

did not work.73 Lesueur popularized the roman de mœurs bourgeois, writing 

exclusively for women and reiterating the limitations of their lives. Ironically, 

Daniel Lesueur was the pseudonym of the female novelist, Jeanne Lapauze, 

born Loiseau. She is also known as the ‘best seller’ author of the roman de la 

victime or tragic heroine era which filled a niche for romantic novels devoted to 

retaining the status quo for women.74 This hypocrisy earned her a reputation as 

a writer and a comfortable income. Although they were all criticised for their 

‘feminine’ subject matter, Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy earned 

their living by writing during the Belle Epoque. Their perspectives on women, 

despite not being labelled ‘feminist’ even by their contemporaries, had views 

that propelled women’s issues into public discussions in journals and 

newspapers. Paradoxically by denying or avoiding the label ‘feminist’ their work 

exposing gender inequality was made acceptable to publishers and therefore 

the reading public. Women’s journals such as Femina and La Française were 

more popular than La Fronde because these magazines were more 
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acquiescent in celebrating conventional feminine codes and were reasonably 

cheap so as to be available to all social classes of reader. 

 

Subsequently, the first wave of feminist research in the 1960s, in which 

generally speaking, women were perceived as a homogenous entity along with 

other marginalised groups little interest was shown in individual women’s 

writing. Then again in the 1980s and 90s, mainstream writers, theorists and 

even some female researchers such as Hélène Cixous saw no value in 

retrospective archival analysis of any women’s writing.75 Cixous asserted that 

the influence of a patriarchal society has so distorted the representation of 

women that analysing it has no significance for contemporary women writers.76 

She suggests that Colette and Marguerite Duras are the only two early 

twentieth-century women authors worth examining as she perceives their 

writing to break new boundaries.77 Susan Rubin Suleiman quotes a series of 

conversations between Marguerite Duras and Xavière Gauthier where they 

agree that Duras’ books are “totally revolutionary books, totally avant-garde, 

both from a woman’s revolutionary point of view and from a woman’s point of 

view, and most people aren’t there yet.”78 Suleiman asserts that “[t]he sad fact 

is that with the single major exception of Colette, there were no outstanding 

women writers in France in the first half of this century.”79 So even Suleiman, 

who, as Milligan suggests, is “explicitly involved in correcting the marginalization 

of women authors tend[s] to concur on the portrayal of early twentieth-century 

French female writers”80 chosen in this study. Melanie Hawthorne warns that 

one may suddenly realise that “previously obscured objects [may] suddenly 

come into view” and they may have been overshadowed by a certain type of 

textual interpretation. It takes acute observation to distinguish between various 

interpretations at various times in history.81 It would seem that the works of 

Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy are neglected and ignored by 
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feminist critics and theorists, because of the perceived inferior quality of their 

literary enterprise in comparison to male writers. These perceptions by 

prominent feminist scholars, including de Beauvoir, have militated against close 

analysis by subsequent researchers; this has diminished the present day 

research into the fictional representation of women as primary historical 

documents which is a reason this study contributes to a more heterogenous 

image of women at this time in France. As mentioned, the iconic proponent of 

feminism, Simone de Beauvoir, was critical of all women writers of the pre-Great 

War era as she suggested they lacked innovation in style and had an apparently 

weak understanding of how to change society to benefit women.82 But feminist 

historian Christine Bard suggests the de Beauvoir’s generation had different 

goals: 

La vie de Simone de Beauvoir avant Le Deuxième sexe révèle 
également le désintérêt de la jeune génération de diplomées pour les 
revendications féministes. Née en 1908, elle se situe d’emblée dans 
la neutralité de l’universel dont elle ne tardera pas à découvrir les 
mensonges.83 
 

Ironically, these novels, dismissed as inconsequential by modern feminists, 

were considered highly dangerous and influential in their day by the 

contemporary male critics of women’s writing such as Bertaut and Flat. 84 

 

In recent years, research on fictional texts of this period by, amongst others, 

Roberts, Waelti-Walters and Hause has concurred that the Belle Epoque writing 

of Tinayre, Delarue-Mardrus, Yver and Capy amongst others, is a valid source 

with which to examine past society. Their relevance is emphasised by Waelti-

Walters and Hause in their Introduction to Feminisms of the Belle Epoque in 

which they select different aspects of women’s writing, combining historical and 

literary sources as: 

It [this combination] encourages historians of feminism to explore the 
rich evidence found in novels, and it urges literary critics to view their 
feminist texts in the context of the contemporary women’s rights 
movement. (…) Historians of feminism should realise how frequently 
women have turned to the writing of fiction to express difficulties in 
their lives.85 
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This approach is used in my study for all three periods not only the Belle 

Epoque, and shows how the designated writers responded to their social and 

political environment. Although critics maintained that women could only write 

about romantic love this will be refuted in the analysis of the novels in each 

chapter. Women’s writing may also be seen as an underlying societal critique, 

albeit in the form of the novel, which was the least unacceptable vehicle for 

protest in a patriarchal society. In Disruptive Acts, Roberts sees some women’s 

writing as subversive in content if not in style.86 In her 2003 study of a limited 

number of Belle Epoque novels, Collado suggests that French research into 

French women writers of the early twentieth century remains modest: 

En France ce type de recherche est resté modeste. La majorité des 
études féministes sur les femmes dans la littérature s’en tiennent à 
une analyse des stéréotypes véhiculés par des œuvres, 
majoritairement masculines. (…) Il en résulte qu’un nombre 
considérable d’écrivaines françaises restent aujourd’hui ignorées.87 
 

Evolution of the representation of women by women in these years has indeed 

not been widely researched in France and most studies are by Anglo-American 

researchers. Waelti-Walters and Hause comment, amongst many others, on 

the early novels of Marcelle Tinayre, Colette Yver and Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, 

all of whom they aver represent women and societal dilemmas in ways not 

previously undertaken by female writers, especially discussing the subject of 

relationships and their various permutations for bourgeois women. For Waelti-

Walters and Hause, these French women authors write about real 

contemporary women on their own terms in France of the Belle Epoque.88 Thus 

I reiterate that by investigating these women’s fiction as a source of female 

representation, the current knowledge of the roles in which females participated 

is more clearly understood. The main themes of the four works I have chosen 

to study for the Belle Epoque are all different from one another. Marcelle Tinayre 

in La Maison du péché principally concerns the clash of heterosexual love, and 

physical pleasure with conservative religion. In Les Cervelines and Princesses 

de science, Colette Yver concentrates on professional women, doctors and 

teachers in the public gaze, and the difficulties this causes in private 

relationships. Lucie Delarue-Mardrus’s Marie, fille-mère, primarily focuses on 
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female ignorance regarding sexuality, sexual passion and motherhood whilst 

Marcelle Capy uses her journalistic investigations to bring women’s working 

conditions and her pacifist philosophy to public notice in Une voix de femme 

dans la mêlée.  Women’s quest for gender equality was well established before 

the Great War but the catastrophic events of the four years of war unfortunately 

retarded the public advancement of women to a degree only obvious in 

hindsight. This further exposed the inequality of women’s roles in patriarchal 

society.89 The ending of the perceived douceur de vivre 90 and its sequelae will 

be discussed in the following section on women’s status and writing during the 

years of the Great War. 

 

Women Writers and Society during the Great War (1914-1918). 

 

Since 1914, the impact of the Great War and the changes it is perceived to have 

wrought in French society has been vigorously debated; in recent years, the 

cultural significance their wartime experiences has become a serious area of 

research by historians, amongst others, Jay Winter,91 Martha Hanna,92 Annette 

Becker,93 and Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau.94 Catherine O’Brien indicates that 

contemporary historians have realised that there is a discord between the male 

and female perception of the effects of war on women’s role during the war and 

in the inter-war era.95 

 

The position of women’s war writing has been subsumed by male writing since 

most women’s wartime situations were not categorised as ‘war’ experiences. 

Literary historians largely discounted women’s war writing and women’s writing 

about the effects of war had very little recognition in French cultural and social 
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history. Male war writing was protected as the preserve of men by the compilers 

of the French canon of war writing such as Jean Norton Cru 96 although O’Brien 

points out that in one of the earliest anthologies of war writing there was no 

gender distinction as Jean Vic included women authors including Tinayre, 

Delarue-Mardrus and Yver.97 Their contribution has been erased over time. 

Studies of women’s writing by notably Goldberg,98 Goldman,99 Brosman and 

Higonnet100 illustrate the precarious position of female writing both during and 

after the war. 

 

The Great War was different from previous wars in that, unlike previous wars 

that had mainly been fought with a trained deployment of largely professional 

combatants, in the Great War many soldiers were educated conscripts. For the 

first time young French men of every socio-economic class were enlisted and 

fought on French soil where the majority of deaths occurred. However, women 

on the home front are quite neglected in early historical accounts as historian 

Marie Monique Huss remarks: 

L’image de la femme pendant la guerre nous met en face d’un 
paradoxe. La culture de guerre façonne leurs [les femmes] identités 
dans une certaine direction dictée par la guerre. Cependant, les 
créateurs étant en général masculins, les images ‘de’ femmes les 
traitent en objets, et non en sujets. Rares sont les représentations qui 
se proposent de comprendre et d’exprimer leur expérience.101 

 

Undoubtedly, the Great War imposed changes in French society which were 

unprecedented and unforseen. It was transformed from a society in which 

gender roles were still well defined as the majority of bourgeois women were 

largely restricted to the home and children, maintaining the essential morality 

and respectability of the family, to one in which many women were forced to 

take on masculine attributes in a society depleted of men. Despite their 

absence, men retained their status as the head of the family but the havoc war 

wreaked on French society disrupted it at every level. However, the debate as 
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to whether the changes, especially those for women, were temporary, ‘for the 

duration’ of the war, or for the long term is still questioned.102 

 

Before the Great War, the word ‘war’ generally signified the combat alone, 

which was mythologised and characterised from ancient times by honour, glory, 

chivalry, and masculinity. Yet the Great War with its growing reliance on 

mechanical and industrial advances subverted those affirmative meanings to 

that of a complex, destructive, all-encompassing catastrophe that engulfed the 

whole nation, not only the combatants. Although there was still hand to hand 

combat, as the war progressed men died from wounds inflicted from afar. The 

narrative of war was inextricably altered by modern weapons and chemicals. 

Certainly, the notion that war was only men’s business was shattered in France 

by the ferocity and totality of the war and the length of the conflict which greatly 

necessitated the involvement of women and civilians. War could no longer be 

sustained without assistance and co-operation à l’arrière103 and that meant 

mainly from women and older male non-combatants. In fact at first, women were 

not encouraged do war work but patriotically to support the war effort by 

procreating to repopulate the country.104 However, in the light of the sustained 

severity of the assault on France, women’s experiences behind the lines 

became critical in the prosecution of the war. By sheer necessity women had to 

take on work that had previously been undertaken by men on farms, in offices 

and in the public service. Nonetheless, from a military point of view, and largely 

a masculine one, women and civilians were relegated to a secondary, unequal 

status in comparison to the male fighting force. The fact that women proved 

themselves competent and adaptable during the war was to cause a gulf 

between the sexes that would take many years to overcome and had serious 

and unintended consequences in French society. Through examining the 

representation of women at this time in women’s writing, a more balanced and 

comprehensible view of male/female experiences emerges than the prevailing 

images. This thesis demonstrates how the Great War novel by Marcelle 
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Tinayre, La Veillée des armes : Le Départ : aout, 1914;105 Mirabelle de 

Pampelune by Colette Yver;106 Un roman civil en 1914 by Lucie Delarue-

Mardrus107 and Des hommes passèrent… by Marcelle Capy108 reflect aspects 

of the Great War which are indispensable in understanding the cultural and 

social dislocation that affected women’s daily lives both during the Great War 

and in its aftermath, especially in the struggle for gender equality. 

 

Goldman asserts in her introduction to a collection of women’s war writing that: 

“A generation of women recorded and assessed their response to the War, 

[they] imagined and realised a range of reactions to a unique stimulus, but their 

writing has been marginalised. (…) [because] they were not part of the physical 

agony, their own revolution has been forgotten.” Consequently, the question 

she asks is that if war is a defining cultural concept in which only men can 

participate, are they then the “single determinant of literary culture”?109 By 

looking at the representations of women across the period 1914-1918, in the 

selected war writing by four women writers whose writing of this turbulent era 

has largely been ignored, this thesis responds to Goldman’s poignant concern 

regarding women’s literary culture of the Great War and seeks to reinstate the 

images of women their texts convey. 

 

It has almost become a cliché to say that the Great War irrevocably changed 

women’s lives in France; however the effects of long-lasting cultural and political 

sequelae are not as clear cut as might appear on initial consideration. With the 

outbreak of war, French women writers encountered distinct societal pressures 

from the government and the mainstream press for service to the Republic as 

part of their contribution to the war effort. On one hand, they were expected to 

write propaganda aimed at encouraging passivity, resignation and submission 

and above all, a stoic, even cheerful acceptance of death and personal sacrifice 

and on the other hand, there were diverse exhortations from the government, 

women’s organisations and the soldiers themselves for women to take men’s 
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places to do their patriotic duty, charitable work and produce children.110 The 

Great War changed women’s priorities in sharp contrast with those of the early 

years of the twentieth century where the drive for women’s rights had been at 

the forefront of feminine aspirations although suffrage was never the central 

issue for the French women’s movemnt. The last major French pre-war 

suffragette rally took place in Paris on 5th July 1914.111 War was declared one 

month later on 5th August in the face of the advance of the Central Powers on 

France. With the declaration of war, the national interest assumed greater 

importance than women’s rights for the majority of feminists. As the women’s 

movement in France was never unified, there were some early calls from pacifist 

feminists not to participate in the preparations for war. These were refuted and 

condemned by the majority of women who saw patriotism and support for the 

national cause as taking priority over women’s rights at this juncture. Thus the 

thrust towards female emancipation was temporarily halted. 

 

Later, many women hoped that their stoic patriotism might assist them in their 

quest for civil and civic equality in inter-war France as occurred in Britain. This 

patriotism was illustrated by the fact that La Fronde was relaunched by 

Marguerite Durand in the autumn of 1914, not as a polemic journal for women’s 

rights but to help women in their duty to the nation. Women contributed to many 

newspapers and journals but there was strict censorship that was intended to 

control negative information regarding the war. However, this lack of accurate 

and honest information for soldiers and civilians alike contributed to the growing 

gender discord that became more pronounced as the Great War progressed, 

as I will outline in more detail.112 

 

In France, the experiences and suffering of French women at home, behind the 

lines, during the war were not perceived to be as ‘real’ as the trauma of men in 

the trenches, where death and mutilation were constant companions.113 O’Brien 

has called women’s wartime experiences “a war without battle scenes”114 and 
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the significance of the novels studied in this thesis is that they reflect women’s 

life at a time in France when all focus, politically and socially, was on the male, 

either as an ancien combattant or as a conscript poilu 115 in the trenches on the 

Western Front. For women in general, the conscription and dislocation of 

millions of men meant that role changes were forced on both bourgeois and 

peasant families. The increase in work participation for bourgeois women 

occurred in the civil service, offices, businesses, and in engineering plants. 

Interestingly, employers benefited from the lower wages paid to women for the 

same work done by men, a fact which makes the accusation that women 

benefited from men’s absence quite ironic. Previously, a woman’s salary was 

“un salaire d’appoint, ”116  the little extra, which was perceived as secondary to 

the wages earned by her husband. After the 5th August 1914 families of 

conscripts all received payment of benefits. This was less than skilled workers 

earned but much more than labourers were normally paid. Although unevenly 

distributed, the allowances were said to keep up morale especially in rural 

communities.117 Women became necessary substitutes “in agriculture, industry 

and the public services, as the organisers of a bewildering number of charities,” 

and as ‘godmothers’118  who sent out letters and parcels to their ‘godsons’ at 

the front, and in a multitude of ways contributed enormously to the ultimate 

victory of French arms although at great mental and physical cost in their home 

and in new work places.119 

 

Yet as the war progressed more and more expectations were placed on all 

women to support the war effort in public life. At the start of the Great War, 

husbands still had the legal power of vetoing many of their wives’ actions. The 

law did not recognise female autonomy as a woman had to obey her spouse, 

allow him full control of her money, her employment and their children despite 

his absence from home. Despite the reintroduction of divorce in 1884 with 

certain conditions and the fact that by 1907 women had gained control of their 

own earnings. Women still required permission from their husband to undertake 
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employment and indeed, to have their writing published. Initially, aristocratic 

women were less affected by social and financial restrictions but assisted by 

raising money amongst other things, for soldier invalids, canteens on railway 

stations and warm clothing for soldier families. Many women had been in paid 

employment prior to the Great War and there had been small advances in 

opportunities for women in various professions. However, after the war broke 

out, many more bourgeois women, ouvrières, and peasant women had to take 

on their husband’s or father’s former physical role in both the countryside and 

in towns in order to assist the war effort. Participation by women had always 

been needed for manual work by peasant women and small entreprises in 

villages. In the country towns and rural areas employment for women in 

agriculture had always been important, often with little monetary remuneration. 

 

The patriarchal nature of French society also meant that in addition to their paid 

work, women were expected to continue in “the traditional maternal role, both 

symbolically and concretely.”120 Notably, as early as 1866, there were over 2.5 

million women employed outside the agricultural sector in both urban and rural 

areas121 and by 1901 women accounted for 26% of the work force. By 1914 

with advanced educational opportunities, women composed 36.7% of the 

workforce.122 In rural areas however, in spite of education and rising literacy, 

peasant women who had always laboured in the countryside, remained the 

backbone of agricultural production until the 1920s when more diverse 

employment opportunities became available as a result of technical advances 

and industrialization.123 

 

As men were seen to be the main participants of the Great War, it is not 

surprising that the literary canon is dominated by men both as writers and as 

compilers during this period and for many years after the war. In 1974, in 

contrast to Vic who as early as 1918 had included many women writers in his 

anthology of war writing, Maurice Rieuneau’s opposition was made clear. The 
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war writing of Colette124 and a novel by Colette Yver125 were the only women’s 

writing whose work he mentioned as worthy of inclusion although he accepts 

that the genres of “roman de guerre” and “roman à thème guerrier” may co-exist 

with témoignage.126 Témoignage or eyewitness accounts by soldiers were 

considered by literary critics, such as Rieuneau, to be the only authentic war 

writing and could therefore only be written by men. Some fiction depicting 

wartime was specifically about women’s existence but was still not envisaged 

as a genuine contender for consideration as war writing. This lack of 

consideration of women’s war writing is reflected in Christopher Shorley’s 1997 

article which has two lines and one footnote about women’s war writing.127 

Certainly, women’s writing about the war was not considered as documentary 

evidence related to their experiences of suffering and loss. It did not receive 

genuine appreciation during the inter-war years because of the focus on the 

returning soldiers. It was the feminist movement of the 1960s and 70s that was 

the catalyst for scholarly enquiry into the mourning, melancholy and mothering 

experienced by women in France during the Great War. The reality that the war 

affected the entire population is clearly shown by all the authors in this study. 

Women writers’ representations of women reflect the effects of the Great War 

on French society, and especially on women. 

 

In Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars, a series of essays edited 

by Higonnet, the position of women and their contribution to European war 

literature is clarified. In the Introduction, which clearly reinforces my argument 

that women’s writing of this era has been undervalued, she states: 

Both male and female authors challenged prevailing myths about 
their sex. Yet, though modern scholars readily find oppositional 
discourses of gender in much twentieth-century war literature, these 
messages had little political impact on their authors’ 
contemporaries.The reasons for this lack of effect were different for 
male and female writers. Men’s writings passed directly into the 
canon of twentieth-century war literature, where the prevailing critical 
categories, resting on conventional definitions of gender, read sexual 
ambivalence as irony and cynicism. Women’s wartime writings, on 
the other hand, passed into obscurity, and their exposés of gender 
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myths were submerged. Only when feminist scholars began delving 
into the literary history of ‘minor’ authors did many of these critical 
works by women come to light.128 
 

Her position is shared by Goldberg129 and Goldman,130 whose research has 

encompassed a range of women war authors and who in their opinion 

demonstrate that women have a specific voice in regard to their wartime 

experiences. 

 

Opposing Goldberg and Higonnet, Catherine Savage Brosman in Visions of 

War in France, maintains the view that although women have written in their 

own voices “not just of the fringes but of battle, the tropes and plot elements 

[the voices] tend to be the same as those of men.”131 However Agnes Cardinal 

agrees that the war was an incentive for women to generate a new vision and 

raise their public voice.132 Tinayre and Yver’s war novels may not strictly qualify 

as novels of war since they deal exclusively with the manner in which a woman 

relates to her soldier’s experiences such as his departure or wounding. These 

events were a reality of wartime with its uncertain future and as Nancy Huston 

points out, women with their perceived need for protection as the progenitors of 

the race have ostensibly been the reason for men to wage war.133 These novels 

do not engage in any depth in a portrayal of a woman who herself faces combat 

as most women by virtue of their sex were denied the experience of the battle 

front. Obviously, women could not hope to write about these terrible and 

terrifying events and ipso facto, their writing about it would not have been 

credible for the same reason. 

 

The diversity of opinion on the position women took in writing about the war is 

demonstrated in the works of the selected authors. Although Tinayre, Yver, 

Delarue-Mardrus and Capy had successfully published work prior to the Great 

War, the reason for writing changed with the advent of war. It is important to 
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note that there was not, as in feminist politics, homogeneity in women’s war 

writing, which ranged from novels of national propaganda to pacifist pamphlets. 

La Veillée des armes : Le Départ : août, 1914; Mirabelle de Pampelune; Un 

roman civil en 1914 and Une voix de femme dans la mêlée were all published 

during the Great War. Des hommes passèrent… ; Femmes seules and 

L’Ennemie intime were published after the conflict but they reinforce my 

argument that the Great War had long-lasting effects on women both socially 

and often financially. The themes and approaches taken by these four writers 

are quite different from one another and this is shown in the chapter on each 

writer. For many writers during the Great War, censorship restrictions were 

placed on their material and this will be discussed in detail with regard to the 

work of Marcelle Capy. 

 

As the war progressed and the initial optimism of a rapid end to hostilities faded, 

men’s writing, of both novels and in journals, exhibited a mistrust of women’s 

behaviour in general. They feared that women were conspiring to be the 

dominant sex following their successful adaptation to men’s civilian roles during 

the war.134 By this it was implied that women and ‘others’ (meaning men who 

could not be sent to battle and especially foreigners) were not entirely to be 

trusted to remain steadfast and loyal to those sacrificing themselves in battle.135 

The French government addressed this anxiety by inviting writers and 

intellectuals, both men and women, to write positive articles to bolster public 

opinion in support of the military. This optimistic writing would in later years be 

called propaganda and will be further discussed in regard to the work written in 

the Great War years by Tinayre and Yver. In addition, there was some disquiet 

at the front by the men in the trenches regarding the resoluteness of l’arrière. 

Slowly improved communication and consequent rapid notification in the 

national press soon made the enormous nature of male sacrifice obvious to all 

although often not accurately, as would later be revealed. In addition, reporters 

were handicapped in that they were not allowed to go directly to the front right 

until the end of 1914. In order to fill their pages so as ‘to inform the public’ they 
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literally made up stories based on supposition and rumour, which became 

known as “bourrage de crâne.”136 This practice abated somewhat after the end 

of 1915 but never really stopped. This disconnect between the front and l’arrière 

may account for the quite negative portrayal of women in male war fiction, for 

instance in Paul Géraldy’s war novel La guerre, Madame.137 Misinformation 

about the real state of the war was another factor that led to the divide between 

those fighting at the front and the civilian populations’ understanding of 

conditions of the war. Historian Leon Abensour saw women differently. Les 

Vaillantes with its preface by Louis Barthou covers in great detail women’s wide-

ranging and positive roles in the war effort.138 

 

As it became apparent that the war would not be over quickly like the Franco-

Prussian War (1870-1871), the enormous death rate became an object of 

increased nationalism. Noteworthy is the fact that the dead men were not all 

professional soldiers, but young civilian volunteers and conscripts in the French 

Army, of whom some were well known writers.139 Many more joined up out of 

patriotism, envisaging a short sharp war in which France would return victorious 

to a prominent role in European politics.  During this time with the increase in 

literacy, not only for women but the general population, many poilus kept trench 

journals. Some were subsequently incorporated into a roman à clef, of which 

Henri Barbusse’s Le Feu with its Biblical and Dantesque images, is a prime 

example.140  Barbusse uses his experiences as the basis for a novel about life 

and death in the trenches.141 By contrast, the life behind the lines, especially in 

the provinces, was not seen as a suitable subject by male writers at this time. 

Yet writing about the wartime experiences of non-combatants provides 

important material for understanding women’s (non-combatant) wartime 

experiences. In particular, the novels of Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and 

Capy illustrate the intersecting ideologies of war and gender in the 
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representations of women.  In the years after the Great War, war writing was 

strictly classified to a large extent by Cru.142 

 

Although he only postulated his classification of war writing after the Great War, 

Cru has had a disproportionate influence on the canonisation of French war 

writing. A long-lasting effect of this definition has been that until recently, civilian 

and women’s writing were not considered to be true manifestations of war 

experiences or authentic war writing.143 As one of the first post war literary critics 

of Great War writing, he asserted that true témoignage was the only acceptable 

form of writing about the Great War. Cru had the credentials to do this work as 

he was half English and half French by birth, served as a poilu on the Western 

Front and then taught at an American university. His classification has had a 

great influence on the way in which women’s writing has been criticised since 

the Great War. However, in recent research this classification has been 

challenged as having too narrow a focus. Cru maintained that fiction could not 

be considered as genuine war writing both during and after the war as this 

trivialised the experiences of the soldiers. Women’s and civilian’s experiences 

were therefore discounted as irrelevant by Cru and male writers such as Roland 

Dorgelès.144 Even Barbusse, winner of the 1916 Goncourt prize for Le Feu, was 

excluded from Cru’s classification because he had fictionalised his trench 

experiences as a combatant. Fiction and non-veterans’ accounts were not 

‘authentic’ in Cru’s estimation. The focus was on essential facts and bodily 

experiences, disregarding all other elements fundamental to the creation of a 

literary work with diverse understandings. According to Cru, one had to have 

published eyewitness accounts between 1914 and 1919. However literary 

historian René Lalou contends that: “Il [Norton Cru] méconnaissait le droit qu’a 

l’artiste de faire des peintures, non des photographies et il refusait d’admettre 

que le vrai n’est pas toujours vraisemblable.”145 This opinion is in keeping with 

the view that men had difficulty relating their own personal trauma, whereas 

fictional accounts, drawing on their experiences could convey the events in a 
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more objective manner. Many male authors did not want to describe specific 

times and places but l’enfer de la guerre and as Huston points out war and 

literature, both mythical and historical, have been part of men’s narrative since 

the Aeneid.146 

 

In 2005 Leonard Smith put into perspective Cru’s work in his Histoire culturelle 

de la Grande Guerre where he asserts that Cru was very influential in keeping 

the definition of Great War writing extremely narrow in France.147 Cru’s 

classification was challenged in 2006 by Nicolas Beaupré who affirms that as 

well as témoignage, literary works published until 1920 should be considered 

as legitimate war writing.148 Beaupré’s analysis is based on a more inclusive 

understanding of the genre of accepted war writing. He refutes George Mosse’s 

interpretation that most men’s war writing is either “mythe de la guerre” which 

masks the reality of war or “une banalisation” which trivialises it.149 Beaupré 

asserts that most male writers had an inherent reticence or inability to create a 

language and a vocabulary that could adequately convey their emotions and 

experiences in the trenches. A major factor for this lacuna was that men were 

reluctant to divulge experiences to their families as they lacked the “outils de 

langue.”150 However, I propose that most men were unable to discuss their 

emotions because of prior gender role socialization. Before the Great War most 

men did not have intimate male group discussions as women did about birth, 

illness and death. The closeness in the trenches brought men into life and death 

situations where they were exposed to every raw detail of other men’s lives. 

They did not have the ‘training’ or socialization for this intimacy and I suggest 

that this inability to communicate further inhibited the progress for gender 

equality in the inter-war period, with far reaching consequences for women’s 

political and social ambitions. 

 

There is no mention of civilians’ or women’s literary and /or witness accounts 

during the Great War in any of the above analyses and Beaupré admits that his 
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work is “un portrait de groupe sans dames.”151 Historian Pierre Astier, 

describing male writing of this same period, considers that any writing about the 

war can be categorized as such until 1945.152 Other veterans’ writing of note 

includes André Ducasse’s La Guerre racontée par les combattants153 and 

Jacques Péricard’s Ceux de Verdun154 which had photographs and a narrative 

of his experience at that battle, more factual accounts and memoires than 

analysis. In short, to be considered legitimate, it appears that the male 

participation on the battlefield was pivotal in accepting their experiences as 

realistic writing of the Great War. The most celebrated and bona fide 

credentialed writing was reserved for that writing coming directly from the 

trenches where the author was defending French soil.155 In hindsight, it has 

been argued that a wider diversity of ‘war stories’ would contribute to the 

representation of this era in a more accurate manner than only accepting the 

témoignage of male writers.156 

 

Certain seminal works written since the 1970s such as Paul Fussel’s The Great 

War and Modern Memory157 analysed the true feelings of many men when 

facing combat, mutilation, and death. He concurred with John Keegan who 

discovered that at the Battle of the Somme in 1916, many men were fearful and 

uncertain about their capability to fight.158 This revelation is compatible with 

Annelise Maugue’s thesis that there was a crisis in men’s concept of their own 

masculinity which was later translated into their need to maintain and indeed to 

return to the pre-Great War gender roles, in which men occupied the dominant 

position and women were confined to lesser positions in society, principally as 

mothers and home-makers in the private sphere.159 These retrograde 

sentiments became more confrontational in the inter-war period as countless 

women had shown their undeniable talents and capabilities in many fields under 
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the very stressful circumstances of the Great War and did not wish to return to 

their subservient status. 

 

With the above in mind, it is understandable that very little of what was written 

by women about their experiences in the Great War has survived in French 

literature although Colette’s journalist essays about the war, Les Heures 

longues is an exception,160 as the texts cited by O’Brien161 and Goldberg162 

attest. More recently, Alison Fell has edited the papers presented in 2006 at the 

Ninth Biennial Women in French Conference entitled French and Francophone 

Women facing War/Les Femmes face à la guerre.163 The conference was 

intended to show the diversity of women’s experiences during the Great War. 

However, these conference proceedings have been critically reviewed by 

historian Martha Hanna, who asserts that instead of showing the “multiple and 

nuanced ways” women experienced war, the collection demonstrates “the stark 

polarity” exhibited by much male writing by describing women mainly as patriotic 

heroines or as victims of brutality.164 Here, again, the major representation of 

French women is limited to a stereotype or two. 

 

O’Brien and Goldberg have shown that women’s war novels are a valuable 

primary source for research. Goldberg has grouped female authors of the Great 

War in a study which demonstrates the range of women’s writing excluded by 

Cru and the narrow time slot offered by Beaupré for war writing. She asserts 

through a detailed study of many women writers the importance of women in 

national memory “and insists that this writing registers permanently the voice of 

French women in the history of the Great War.”165 O’Brien and Goldberg do not 

attempt to dispute the value of men’s writing but rather to present the additional 

spectrum of women’s circumstances in wartime that show that despite the Great 

War battlefront being an intrinsically male lieu de mémoire, women and civilians 

had relevant and essential experiences that had a major impact on French 
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society during the war and in the inter-war era.166 Differences in male and 

female writing does not mean one is better or more valuable than the other, but 

complementary. This study of female representations of the Great War by 

relatively marginalised writers provides another facet to a cultural history that 

lacks a female perspective of the women à l’arrière during the Great War in 

France, thus making an original contribution to the field of women and war. 

 

Undoubtedly, even though women had proved their capabilities in many 

spheres during the Great War, the inter-war era proved a testing time for French 

society. For women, writing as a profession did not become any less difficult. 

Indeed, women were all expected to return to their pre-war status and progress 

towards increased civil and political rights was derailed as the practice of 

honouring the fallen in the inter-war years emphasised the male sacrifices made 

for France. French society’s concentration on men made these years a difficult 

time for women to press for gender equality. This will be demonstrated by the 

following section which describes women writers and their circumstances in the 

years from the end of the Great War until the Munich Agreement in September 

1938. 

 

Women Writers and Society in the Inter-War Years (1919-1938) 

 

Despite eventual Allied victory in 1918, the loss of more than a million men 

shrouded France in mourning for at least a generation as nearly every family 

lost someone in the war. The men who did return found the women, like 

themselves, were not as they had been prior to the war. The recognition of the 

great loss and mourning experienced both during and after this conflict was not 

as public for women as it was for men, with the construction of war memorials 

in every town and village where the names of the dead were engraved for all to 

contemplate. The fact that for the most part the Great War had taken place on 

French soil and that much of Northern France lay in ruins made public 

commemoration of the dead particularly important in cultural and psychological 

terms for the anciens combattants. 
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Women’s place in French society and that of the woman writer was governed 

by the tragic events of the Great War. Many women’s journals appeared less 

often or disappeared completely due to the rising costs of paper and labour. 

The inter-war novels by Marcelle Tinayre, Laurence from Les Lampes voilées167 

and L’Ennemie intime;168 Colette Yver’s Rose, Madame;169 Lucie Delarue-

Mardrus’s L’Ange et les pervers;170 and Marcelle Capy’s Femmes seules171 

challenge the stereotypical images of this period despite not being well known 

today. They portray women in France coping with the inter-war challenges of 

economic difficulties, unemployment and the psychological damage suffered by 

the returning men as a result of their experiences at the front. The fictional texts 

contribute to construct a much wider spectrum of representation than has been 

previously accepted in research for this era. The novels were directed at an 

educated female readership in a period largely devoted to publicly restoring 

masculine status. Biographer Fernande Gontier has written about 

representation of French women in La Femme et le couple dans le roman 

(1919-1939) but with the exception of one work by Colette, all the examples she 

quotes are written by male authors. Her work supports my argument that the 

well known representations of women in the inter-war years are overwhelmingly 

portrayed by male authors: 

L’entre-deux guerres (sic) débouche sur une période qui fait de la 
cause féminine un engagement collectif. Mais les héroïnes de Sartre, 
Malraux, Camus ne sont pas logées à meilleure enseigne. Elles font 
le constat de ce qu’elles sont mais jamais de ce qu’elles pourraient 
être. Car si les héros ou les anti-héros occupent le roman moderne, 
l’héroine – terme sans corollaire – traduit des stéréotypes et rares 
sont ceux qui ont tenté d’en redéfinir le langage.172 
 

A study of Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy’s female protagonists 

reveals that their representations redefine the more prevalent stereotypical 

images by male writers of this period. 
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Despite the overall sense of relief at the war’s end, many men found it hard to 

accept the changes in French society brought about by their long absences from 

home. Their hostility and anxiety were in part due to French society’s desire to 

return to pre-war values as many men were unable to redefine themselves in 

light of their experiences vis à vis those of French women in the inter-war era. 

Ironically, women excluded from the body politic were often used as symbols of 

patriotism in an attempt to represent a resurgent France both in rhetoric and on 

some Great War memorials. The embodiment of France in the allegorical figure 

of Marianne as the symbol of the Republic and the promotion of the cult of Joan 

of Arc were re-emphasised by the right-wing conservative element in the 

government. Joan was canonised in 1920 and a national holiday was 

established as a means to boost the pre-war virtues embodied in the patriotic 

Maid of Orleans. She had national appeal as a patriotic soldier, virgin and 

commoner, cutting across class and gender lines. Countering this cult of the 

dead, writer and militant pacifist Madeleine Vernet’s response to the burial of 

the anonymous infantryman under the Arc de Triomphe was to pen an open 

letter to “The the Unknown Mother of the Unknown Soldier.” She protested 

against the glorification of war and promoted pacifism as the goal of all 

mothers.173 However, masculine fear of women and their emergent capabilities 

coupled with extreme fatigue engendered political and social conservatism and 

French politics became increasingly polarised. The strength of the bleu 

horizon174 in the Chamber of Deputies, the power invested in the associations 

of mutilated soldiers and economic pressures such as the weak franc all 

retarded civil and political rights for women in French society. 

 

Women’s ability to succeed in new occupations was not easily accepted in inter-

war France as many men thought women had profited unfairly by “the force that 

destroys men.”175 By only being allowed to serve in auxiliary occupations during 

the Great War, women had not at first appeared to challenge the sexual status 

quo but latterly it was evident that a new social discourse had to be established, 
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one fraught with difficulties for both genders. Gender conflicts were most 

apparent in the middle classes in towns and cities.  For women from the country 

and small villages their work did not change markedly until the late 1920s but 

with the advent of new techniques and machines, urban women in chemical and 

engineering works proved their worth by being adaptable. Significantly, women 

were paid lower wages than men which was an additional source of discord. 

Women’s new skills were challenging to men who perceived women as having 

been let off easily in comparison to what they had done in the trenches. Men 

expected women to return to their pre-war role as solely une femme au foyer 

without any complaints. 

 

The low birth rate in France became a major political issue nationally as the loss 

of so many men, the need to repopulate and the lingering fear of war led to a 

ban on birth control information in July 1920. Advocating contraception was 

outlawed and abortion was severely curtailed and the punishment for procuring 

one was increased dramatically. The maintenance of traditional gender roles 

was viewed as an essential element of the conservative political and religious 

platform with women retaining their moral dominance in the private sphere of 

the home. The Government refused to grant women concessions in politically 

sensitive areas such as universal suffrage. Instead it concentrated on the male 

anxieties of loss of control and the trauma of wartime experiences manifested 

in physical and mental conditions, notably those of mutilation and shell shock. 

Psychiatrists belatedly realized these illnesses were often a result of battle 

stress and a form of hysteria, a condition which had previously been attributed 

only to neurotic female patients as a consequence of their biology. Nonetheless, 

women’s losses were intimately felt by the death and disablement of many 

thousands of husbands, sons and brothers, as well as fiancés who never 

returned. The heavy losses condemned many women to the life as a vieille 

fille,176 becoming an object of pity and derision in French society with its 

fervently nationalistic nataliste policy.177 Both legislative and moral pressure 
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was exerted on women to force them to return to traditional familial and marital 

norms ostensibly to re-establish the previous gender equation. 

 

Politically and socially, the status of French women was not overtly changed by 

the war but there was a psychological change in many women’s attitudes and 

expectations because of their experiences in wartime. It had the effect of 

hastening the creation of a more shared feminism based on professional 

associations such as medical and legal women’s associations. In general, 

returned soldiers were dismayed by the perceived virilisation of women with 

regard to their clothes, especially with the loss of corsets and shortened 

hemlines and short straight hairstyles such as the Eton crop. These made “la 

garçonne”178 or New Woman an object of derision and fear and coupled with 

women’s desire for more independence within marriage, men became resentful 

and apprehensive in the matter of social stability and their own position in the 

household. These changes had been hastened by the war but had already been 

set in train during the Belle Epoque. Nonetheless, the twenty following years 

were in fact a huge struggle for women both socially and politically. 

 

Although women had shown their capability in many domains during the Great 

War and made great contributions to the war effort, it must be emphasised that 

their wartime losses and sacrifices were barely acknowledged in the inter-war 

years by politicians or historians.179 Milligan notes that at this time women’s lives 

were not seen as subjects for literature. So for women authors of the era “much 

that went unrecorded in the 1920s and 1930s is lost to us forever.”180 The years 

leading up to the Second World War have been divided into two periods: les 

années folles or Crazy Years from 1919 to 1929 and the Depression of the 

1930s which followed the Wall Street crash of 1929. Outwardly, les années 

folles were characterized by a striving for modernity, a febrile superficial gaiety, 

the breaking of tradition and an embracing of pragmatic daily life while rejoicing 

in the freedom from war. Paris became the centre of the Art world with many 
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foreign writers from America and Europe converging on the city, establishing 

their literary careers in the dynamic atmosphere of salons such as that of 

Gertrude Stein at her home on the Rue de Fleurus and Natalie Barney on the 

Rue Jacob. These expatriate writers had very little connection with the real Paris 

despite becoming the pivot of modernism and the artistic and intellectual centre 

of Europe in the 1920s and 30s. In general, French women writers do not seem 

to reflect the hedonism and ‘craziness’ in their work as it would appear they had 

much to ponder after the tragic war years which had changed their social 

landscape as well as the physical landscape of Northern France. Few French 

women authors changed their style of writing but they continued to offer their 

readers topical subjects and representations of women with whom the reader 

could identify. The ever present sorrow of the Great War is brought sharply in 

to focus by Marcelle Tinayre’s short novel Laurence, published in 1921. 

 

The power of the male eye witness combatant as a source of war experiences 

was influential and male writing, as mentioned, went directly into the literary 

canon. Work such as that of Henri Barbusse, Roland Dorgelès181 and Maurice 

Barrès182 dominated the 1920s literary and political memory of the Great War. 

This domination coupled with emphasis on foreign writers, especially those who 

spoke English meant that many French women writers struggled to make a 

living from their writing. However, despite difficult circumstances, many French 

women continued to write pertinent novels with female characters that reflect a 

cultural perspective, often in an attempt to illuminate the rapidly changing 

present. In order to write, many of these women had to battle against the re-

entrenched effects of an overriding patriarchal society which was still supported 

by the Catholic Church, republicanism and the Civil Code. Pre-war feminist 

gains were subsumed by more pressing economic and political needs and the 

hostility towards feminists’ desire for emancipation was palpable. 

 

The fragmented women’s movements which had patriotically supported the war 

and expected their war efforts to be rewarded politically were bitterly 

                                                           
181  Roland Dorgelès (1885-1973) Winner of the Femina Prize for Les Croix de bois, Paris: Albin 

Michel, 1919. 
182 Maurice Barrès (1862-1923) novelist, journalist and politician. An anti-Dreyfusard who 

popularised the term ‘nationalism.’ 



55 
 

disappointed by the lack of progress towards political emancipation and the 

movement never seemed to regain the level of intensity it had had prior to the 

Great War. Nonetheless, women’s mobilization into the workforce had erased 

forever the fallacy that women did not have the ability or capacity to serve their 

country in previously unthought-of occupations. Qualities such as resilience, 

persistence, adaptability and tenacity are demonstrated in the representation of 

women in the novels analysed in this study as the 1930s was still a period of 

uncertainty. Marcelle Tinayre’s Laurence in Les Lampes voilées and L’Ennemie 

intime reflect the loneliness of women caused by the Great War. Collette Yver 

demonstrates the continuing hurdles for women in professional life in Rose, 

Madame and Lucie Delarue-Mardrus reiterates her theme of woman’s right to 

choose motherhood and a career as a writer in L’Ange et les pervers, while 

Marcelle Capy envisages the necessity for solidarity amongst all women in her 

elaboration of pacifism in Femmes seules. Portraits of the uncertainties of new 

situations and a search for ‘équilibre’ between the sexes are found in their 

diverse representations of women which cover a wide range of situations and 

topics, from the vieille fille and a woman with academic aspirations to gender 

issues and female solidarity. The works were well received by critics and the 

public and offered different portraits of women to their early writing in theme if 

not in style.183 To-day their appeal is due to the fact that they differ from the 

expected portraits of women during these inter-war years. Women, as 

described by male authors, often the stereotypical garçonnes or decadents, are 

the more likely portraits of women in the fiction of these inter-war years. 

 

The Great War broadened women’s experiences and women’s writing was 

greatly encouraged by the inauguration of La Vie heureuse prize in 1902 which 

became the Femina prize in 1919 with an all female jury. Open to both sexes,  

it continues to be a prestigious literary prize awarded annually in France. 

Concomitantly, there were still several literary salons in Paris that promoted and 

fostered women’s writing.184 The recurring influx of expatriates from Europe and 

especially the United States of America looking for tolerance and liberty to foster 
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or continue their writing careers exposed French women writers to more 

cosmopolitan influences. 

 

Literary research of French women’s writing of the inter-war period has not been 

abundant.185 Laura Lee Downs succinctly describes the different emphasis in 

the waves of research into women’s writing and history from the late 1960s to 

the late 1990s in English language research. She suggests that latterly, 

historians such as Roberts186 and Susan Grayzel187 have shifted the emphasis 

from the political history of women’s emancipation to an appreciation of the 

cultural significances of the changes brought about by the Great War for women 

in France.188 Carine Trévisan189 and Jean-Jacques Becker190 have done 

similarly for French cultural research. Milligan has a comprehensive overview 

of the women writers of this period in her study, The Forgotten Generation.191 

She advocates that further research should emphasise the combined analysis 

of political and social elements which will further expand the role of these 

women writers as their representation of women gives a greater depth to the 

present understanding of the turbulent period. She also discusses literary 

histories by critics such as Germaine Brée who shows how women’s writing is 

undervalued when historical ordering of their work occurs, but includes very 

minor male writers who were not even as significant in their day as the writers 

considered in this study.192 

 

As suggested at the outset of this chapter, my research suggests that women 

writers between 1900 and 1938 created the foundations for the development of 

Beauvoir’s seminal view that women are not born to act as women but are 

acculturated to be women by a patriarchal society. Moreover, even though 
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these writers may not have been called feminists, meaning those women 

striving for political emancipation or who have been part of a homogenous 

feminist movement represented women in fiction differently to that of men’s 

representation of women and their novels gave women a voice in a 

predominantly male world. My thesis highlights the diversity of women's 

perspectives and experiences as well as the transformation in ‘the woman 

question’ over the period under consideration. The combination of their writing 

in a longitudinal study against the backdrop of a significant historical period is 

an approach not previously undertaken. Each of the authors has a particular 

area of interest woven into her fictional texts which constitute a vital primary 

source of information to further acknowledge women’s position in French 

cultural history. By rescuing their images from obscurity this study also 

demonstrates a later link between the development for women of more 

heterogenous roles and the discussion regarding ‘the woman question’ in the 

1950s and 60s. Each of the following chapters, commencing with Marcelle 

Tinayre, gives substance to my thesis that writing by four neglected authors 

should be taken into consideration when discussing women’s position in French 

society from 1900-1938. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Marcelle Tinayre (18701-1948) 
Une plume rebelle ou une romancière accomplie? 

 
Of the women writers whose representation of women I have chosen to discuss, 

Marcelle Tinayre is probably now the least unknown author. She was 

‘rediscovered’ in 1966 when an article in Le Figaro Littéraire on the release of 

Essais critiques de James Joyce mentioned a French writer for whom Joyce had 

written a laudatory review in 1903.2 It was for the novel La Maison du péché.3 

More recently, Melanie Collado4 and France Grenaudier-Klijn5 have examined 

certain aspects of Tinayre’s early work in their research. In this study, I will 

examine novels from three periods of her writing: La Maison du péché for the 

Belle Epoque; La Veillée des armes : Le Départ : août, 1914 6 for her contribution 

to the portrayal of women during the Great War; and two novellas, Laurence 

from Les Lampes voilées 7 and L’Ennemie intime 8 for the inter-war era. Marcelle 

Tinayre’s family background and education were formative in her long career as 

a novelist, journalist and travel writer. There is a strong correlation between the 

portraits of women in her novels and the socio-cultural status of women in 

France in relation to women’s experiences in the political and social volatility of 

these years. The analysis of these novels and novellas negates the familiar 

stereotype of women in French literature. It is important to note the chronological 

evolution of her representation of women, as some researchers have 

erroneously used her comments made towards the end of her career to illustrate 

and define her early writing. This longitudinal study will show how incidents in 

her career have been taken out of context, for example by Michelle Perrot, and 

her remarks have been imbued with unwarranted significance regarding 
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Tinayre’s role as a woman writer as Perrot maintains Tinayre wrote Princesses 

de science which in fact she did not.9 

 

Tinayre’s own background, education and social milieu ground her writing but 

her independent attitude and somewhat atypical bourgeois life gave her the 

impetus to create unusual and unconventional characters. Marcelle Tinayre was 

born Marguerite Suzanne Marcelle Chasteau in Tulle, a town in the Corrèze on 

October 8th 1870. Marcelle Chasteau had excellent role models in her mother, 

Louise Chasteau, and later in her mother-in-law, Victoria Tinayre. She lived in 

“un milieu petit-bourgeois mais intellectuel, dominé par la figure brillante et 

charismatique de sa mère”10 who encouraged her to study. Her mother was a 

trained teacher and taught at the École normale supérieure in Troyes and then 

at Fontenay-aux-Roses. Louise Chasteau subsequently resigned in 1881 after 

a disagreement with the male chief inspector of schools and moved the family 

to Paris where she opened her own academy. Louise Chasteau appears to be 

the dominant parent and Marcelle’s father, Émile, a négociant, seems content 

to have acquiesced to Louise’s career ambitions. Marcelle obtained her 

baccalauréat at seventeen years of age with the accolade Bien, the only girl 

doing the oral and one of two doing the written part of the baccalauréat at the 

Sorbonne in Paris that year.11 Her education was unusual as she studied Latin 

and Greek subjects privately, subjects that were not yet offered to girls in the 

public schools.12 For these she was tutored by Eugène Hollande who was an 

important mentor and who remained a close friend throughout her life.13  

Residence in Paris gave Marcelle more opportunities to write and although 

writing was a difficult profession for bourgeois women, Tinayre always 

determined to be une femme de lettres. Later, she preferred to use the term 

femme auteur rather than the term romancière.14 
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Tinayre kept writing at every opportunity, but not initially for financial gain. At first 

she used a male nom de plume, Gilbert Doré, to facilitate publication of Ménage 

d’artiste. 15 As men dominated both literary criticism and the publishing houses, 

taking a male pseudonym was a common practice for women writers in France 

during this period. Unlike the persistenly similar popular plot described by literary 

historian Nancy Miller,16 Tinayre’s early novels are an unusual combination of 

romance and psychological dilemmas with moral and religious issues which 

capture precisely the hurdles women faced in the Belle Epoque to achieve 

gender equality in a patriarchal society. In her novels Tinayre exposed banal 

domesticity, submission to an unsympathetic husband and the traditionally 

accepted patriarchal domination of domestic life for bourgeois women 

contrasting it with an alternative type of relationship. In Avant l’amour,17 

published under her own name, she decried the sacrifices that marriage 

imposed on bourgeois women, their talent and ambition often hidden for the 

sake of convention.18 Her fiction reveals multifaceted female characters involved 

in relationships that might invoke societal consternation if not societal 

condemnation. Her female protagonists make difficult choices to show their 

ability to be autonomous. The very feminine Tinayre could not be accused of 

being a bas-bleu but nonetheless she displays great depth of knowledge in her 

allusions to historical and religious facts and events as seen in the setting of La 

Maison du péché. 

 

Tinayre’s depiction of women from social strata different to her own attracted 

attention socially and politically because she advocated that all women should 

have more choice of lifestyle and equality in gender relations. The right to equal 

education, the right to passion outside marriage and financial and personal 

autonomy for young women are amongst her most strongly held convictions. 

Tinayre placed men and women on an equal footing, often reversing 

conventional gender roles, showing that love, desire and fulfilment in life were 

important for both sexes in a relationship, not necessarily marriage. As young, 

                                                           
15  Ménage d’artiste was published in serial form in the bi-weekly journal, La Vie populaire, from 

12 February until 30 April 1893. 
16  Nancy K. Miller. “Writing (from) the Feminine: George Sand and the Novel of Female 

Pastoral.” eds. Heilbrun & Higonnet (1983) 125. 
17   Marcelle Tinayre. Avant l’amour. Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1896. 
18  Tinayre (1896) 101. 
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unmarried women were still regarded as being in need of protection in society 

during the Belle Epoque, for example being chaperoned in public to retain social 

respectability, marriage, paradoxically, often liberated women in some ways. So 

when in 1889, aged nineteen, Marcelle Chasteau married Julien Tinayre, an 

engraver, artist and painter eleven years her senior, she was able to enlarge her 

literary contacts in a less conservative milieu in Paris than that of her own 

family.19 However, Julien’s brother, André, was not as enamoured with Marcelle 

Chasteau as her new husband. André thought that “pour un homme du 

caractère de Julien, il est scabreux d’épouser une femme qui veut se faire une 

place dans la littérature.”20 Her brother-in-law’s reaction is surprising as 

Tinayre’s mother-in-law, Victoria Tinayre, whom Marcelle adored was a writer 

and activist during the Commune. Victoria was less critical of Marcelle’s 

provocative writing than her own mother, who criticised her published writing as 

being inconsistent with her private domestic behaviour.21 

 

As outlined in the first chapter, in 1900 women writers were not highly regarded, 

being seen as a danger to the moral wellbeing and stability of the family by their 

questioning of fixed gender roles in a male dominated society. The conflict 

between intellectual freedom and servitude in marriage is seen in Tinayre’s later 

personal view of her own less than ideal marriage. In her unpublished memoirs 

she writes that: “Il faut entrer dans la réalité du mariage par la porte dorée de 

l’illusion, sans quoi nulle jeune fille ne ferait la folie de s’enchaîner.”22 Tinayre 

describes marriage as being akin to having another child to look after. She had 

not wanted children but as Ferlin remarks, nature had other ideas.23 She found 

her husband a good man but a weak one and she felt that he was a great 

burden.24 Writing in La Fronde she observes that: “La fidélité amoureuse n’est 

pas une vertu sociale ; elle est déterminée par le tempérament, par les 

                                                           
19  Alain Quella-Villéger. Belles et rebelles: le roman vrai des Chasteau-Tinayre. Bordeaux: 

Aubéron, 2000. 131. 
20   Collado (2003) 107. 
21   Quella-Villéger (2000) 315. 
22   Marcelle Tinayre unpublished memoirs quoted in Ferlin (1995), 153. The archives in Tulle 

retain Marcelle Tinayre’s correspondence that will only be available to researchers in 2048. 
Quella-Villéger was given a preview by Noël Tinayre for his work on the Chasteau-Tinayre 
family. 

23  Ferlin (1995).154-157. Marcelle and Julien Tinayre had four children. Louise was born in 
1889; a second daughter Suzanne was born in 1891 and died in 1896. A son Noël was born 
in 1896 and Lucille was born in 1899. 

24  Ferlin (1995) 151. 
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circonstances, par la réciprocité.”25  She never discussed her disillusionment 

with her own marriage in public but she transferred her feelings to her writing, 

encouraging equality in such partnerships with her fiction. The following 

questions colour all her writing prior to the Great War: how could an intelligent 

and well-educated woman reconcile passion with married life and for her, 

personally, pursue her writing without neglecting her household? With four 

children it was not easily achieved. Her dilemma was solved in a rather sad way. 

As an engraver, Julian Tinayre’s work became less in demand with the advent 

of cheaper photographic images; consequently Marcelle Tinayre became the 

principal breadwinner and supported the household with her novel writing and 

journalism. Her work, although out of necessity, embodied her view that with the 

ability to earn a living a woman could choose her own trajectory in life. Although 

advocating social gender equality, Tinayre did not ever demand political 

emancipation and in an article in the journal Minerva in late 1925, she said: 

Le droit de vote ne devrait appartenir qu’à l’élite masculine ou 
féminine intellectuelle et manuelle, – mais à l’élite seule, c’est-à-dire 
à ceux et à celles qui connaissant les besoins du pays, sont capables 
d’accomplir des réformes nécessaires, utiles et opportunes, et non 
de bavarder sur des utopies…Vous me trouvez sévère ? C’est que la 
vie et l’expérience m’ont enlevé beaucoup d’illusions.26 

 
Tinayre’s lack of interest in obtaining political emancipation and her stated 

position that a woman should remain feminine at all costs contrasts sharply with 

her desire to see women have civil rights to live, love and work independently. 

Her attitude reflects the fractured nature of the women’s movement in France as 

there were many women’s groups all with different aims and methods seeking 

equality in certain aspects with men. This absence of a unified movement may 

also contribute to de Beauvoir’s subsequent rather derisory view of women’s 

writing of the Belle Epoque, which she felt lacked the cohesion and strength to 

force changes even in women’s social and economic status.27 

 

Tinayre’s early successful novels28 made her well recognized in the literary 

milieu of Paris and she was invited in 1900 by Marguerite Durand to lecture on 

                                                           
25  Marcelle Tinayre. “Le Mariage aujourd’hui.” La Fronde 3 March 1900. 
26  Claude Severac. “Une visite à Marcelle Tinayre.” Minerva. 9 (11.11.1925): 6. 
27  Juliette Rogers (2007) 214-215. 
28  Hellé was published in La Revue de Paris from 1 June -15 July 1899 then in book form by 

Mercure de France in October 1899. La Rançon was issued serially in La Revue de Paris 
from May–July 1899. 
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love and feminism under the auspices of La Fronde, which further increased her 

literary profile. This journal was intensely pro-Dreyfus as was the Tinayre family 

although the Chasteau family were anti-Dreyfusards. This divergence of opinion 

caused some additional ill feeling between Marcelle Tinayre and her mother who 

did not agree with many of her views on sexuality and on women’s position in 

the public sphere. Louise Chasteau would have preferred her daughter to have 

used a nom de plume for her work, as she had done early in her career 

publishing La Fée aux diamants as Gilbert Doré in 1899.29 However, La Fronde 

with its flamboyant founder and director was the perfect setting for Tinayre’s 

paradoxical combination of femininity and feminism, very similar to that of 

Marguerite Durand herself. With this association, Tinayre made some important 

connections with other women writers in the same professional situation as 

herself, such as Séverine, Rachilde, Colette Yver and Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. 

Later these contacts would prove invaluable for the founding of the La Vie 

heureuse prize in 1904 as an important focus for the objective analysis of writing 

from a female perspective that was lacking in male literary circles in France at 

this time. 

 

By the time La Maison du péché was published in 1902, Marcelle Tinayre had 

already been awarded the Montyon Prize30 and a prize by the Académie 

française for Hellé, published in 1899.31 However, she had had great difficulty in 

getting L’Oiseau d’orage32 published. It was refused by Juliette Adam of La 

Nouvelle revue because of certain ambiguous references to paternity and also 

by Le Figaro “par cause d’immoralité”33 before being accepted by Paul Calmann-

Levy.34 With the limited success of the controversial L’Oiseau d’orage she was 

fortunate to find a mentor in Ludovic Halévy35 and later to a lesser extent in the 

                                                           
29  14 January 1899. Qtd in Quella-Villéger (2000) 193. She used several different noms de 

plume in her early work: Gilberta Doré, Charles Marcel, Gil Mirador, Madeleine Mirande and 
Marceline Doré. 

30  Montyon Prize awarded in 1900 to Tinayre, Pierre Mille and René Bazin by the Académie 
Française. 

31  Marcelle Tinayre, Hellé. Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1899. 
32  Marcelle Tinayre. L’Oiseau d’orage. Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1901. 
33  Quella-Villéger (2000) 175. 
34  Paul Calmann-Levy launched La Revue de Paris in 1894 to rival La Revue des Deux Mondes. 

It was the literary editor, Ludovic Halévy, who encouraged Marcelle Tinayre and promoted 
her work. She signed a contract to publish with Calmann-Levy starting with La Maison du 
péché that lasted for many years. 

35  Ludovic Halévy (1834-1908). French-Jewish playwright, editor and librettist. 
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editor Louis Ganderax (1855-1940). As editors they were able to gauge the 

financial potential of a novel in serial form and then publish it in book form.36 

Subsequently, with its atypical heroine and controversial juxtaposition of nature 

and religion, La Maison du péché was, from the outset, an instant success and 

has come to be seen as Marcelle Tinayre’s chef d’œuvre of the Belle Epoque 

era of her career. 

 

La Maison du péché was inspired by the countryside of her newly acquired 

home, La Clairière, at Grosrouvre in Yvelines, bought with the proceeds of her 

earlier work. This novel combines her fervent interest in the Jansenism at Port-

Royal37 and her knowledge of the bohemian art world of Paris through her 

husband, Julien. Tinayre’s continuing interest in Pascal’s writings38 and in 

Jansenism underpins the dominant theme as, for her, contemporary Jansenism 

had been corrupted and now embodied the rigid and misogynistic patriarchal 

stance of the Catholic Church. In Jansenism God’s grace is not freely given and 

must be earned; sins of a sexual nature are considered particularly evil. Tinayre 

also had visited Notre Dame de Port-Royal des Champs at Magny-les-

Hameaux, not far from her new home and was impressed by the story of Sœur 

Angélique. Although Tinayre was not overtly religious at this time she loved “la 

séduction des autels fleuries et le charme pompeux des offices où brule 

l’encens”39 which she uses to good effect in creating tension in the plot of La 

Maison du péché. 

 

The story relates the conflict between religious, dogmatic, provincial France 

represented by Augustin de Chanteprie and the tolerant Bohemian avant garde 

of Paris in the early twentieth century of Fanny Manolé. It is not an example of 

the typical romantic plot but is a psychological and religious confrontation as “la 

grande lutte entre la morale chrétienne – et l’autre”40 from the church’s point of 

view. Tinayre treats religion as the opponent of love and therefore the enemy of 

                                                           
36  La Maison du péché was first published in La Revue de Paris 15 May-1 August, 1902. 
37  Jansenism was a strict Catholic sect that rigidly stressed original sin, human iniquity, the 

requirement of divine grace and pre-destination. The Convent at Port-Royal in Paris was the 
original centre of French Jansenism and today is the Cochin Hospital in Paris. 

38  In her home Tinayre treasured a copy of Pascal’s death mask made in 1880 by Augustin 
Gazier. 

39  Eugène Martin-Mamy. Marcelle Tinayre: biographie critique. Paris: Sansot, 1909. 10. 
40  Quella-Villéger (2000) 210. 
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woman. The novel is not autobiographical in plot but it is in Tinayre’s advocacy 

of passion as a legitimate emotion for a woman to experience either within or 

without marriage. In 1902, women’s desire was seen as incompatible with the 

bourgeois structure of marriage; respectable women were not desirous, sexual 

beings but almost asexual, gentle and kind. Equally, passionate women were 

sinful - they were prostitutes - and therefore wives - not being prostitutes - could 

not be passionate.41 The irreconcilable clash between the provinces (Normandy) 

and Paris is embodied in the relationship between the Parisian Fanny Manolé, 

and the provincial Jansenist Augustin de Chanteprie. It condemns bigotry and 

hypocrisy pitting nature and love against formal religion. Tinayre creates an 

erudite dialogue between the conflicting ideologies, allowing both to have a 

credible argument for their position. The historical details are accurate and 

exemplify this well researched work. Although structurally the novel is 

conventional, Tinayre, by introducing subversive elements in the plot and 

characters, is established as a writer concerned with ‘the woman question’ who 

understands only too well the power of the church and patriarchal society. In an 

unusual twist, Fanny is depicted as the more experienced and worldly of the 

couple and she has the role of “l’Initiatrice,” more commonly the male role in 

novels of this period. Flat found this a distasteful sentiment for a woman writer 

to express.42 

 

Tinayre’s creation of Mme Fanny Manolé, heroine of the novel, is a challenging 

portrait of a passionate and independent woman. In a review in La Fronde 

Harlor43 described Fanny as “une héroïne de prédilection, la femme 

indépendante, cultivée, sensible, de nerf et de sang, mais de tête fière, un idéal 

que le féminisme s’empresse d’accueillir.”44 As a widow, Fanny needs 

somewhere peaceful to live so that she can continue her career as an artist. She 

buys a country cottage in Hautfort-le-Vieux in Normandy from the Chantepries 

as Mme de Chanteprie is reducing her estate to donate all her worldly goods to 

the church. However, with her arrival in this small, conservative, rural society, 

                                                           
41  Waelti-Walters (1990) 9. 
42   Flat (1909) 76.  
43  Harlor. Nom de plume of Jeanne Fernande Perrot (1871-1970). Also known as Thilda. 

Journalist, feminist and femme de lettres, director of the Bibliothèque Marguerite Durand until 
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44  Quella-Villéger (2000) 209-210. 
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Fanny represents a challenge and an affront to the established order. In the 

village, her outward appearance and open demeanour embody the modern 

woman; an artist from Paris independently earning her living. As Fanny rides a 

bicycle and is visited by male friends from the demi-monde of the art world of 

Paris without being chaperoned, she invites immediate hostile criticism from 

local people. The single (although widowed) autonomous young woman who 

lives alone is regarded with suspicion by the petit-bourgeois rural society.45 To 

the villagers, these activities indicate loose morals and signal the decadent ways 

of Paris. With their disquiet over her growing relationship with Augustin de 

Chanteprie, Fanny is perceived to be an immoral influence, particularly by the 

curé and the village gossips who disapprove of her behaviour without knowing 

her at all. This superficial assessment is based solely on appearance. The 

villagers do not know the personal sadness Fanny has endured prior to her 

arrival in the village. She is already condemned by the stereotype constructed 

from gossip when in fact she is quite the opposite despite her Parisian 

upbringing. On one hand, Fanny epitomises la nouvelle Éve feared by the 

church and patriarchy as a disruptive element undermining a stable social order 

and on the other Augustin sees her as an innocent soul to be converted from 

her paganism (MP79-80). Her lack of religious education is the barrier between 

them, as Fanny freely admits, and she tries to believe and accept the church’s 

teachings in order to relieve Augustin of the guilt he feels that she is happy 

without religion especially in light of his Jansenist upbringing. 

 

As her father was also an artist, Fanny has lived an unsettled, bohemian lifestyle 

in Paris with no religious education, and, because she is a widow, she has more 

social freedom than an unmarried woman would have had at that time. Fanny 

appears to live outside the constraints of rigid bourgeois society without the yoke 

of strong convictions or dogma, thus challenging the Catholic Church’s 

traditional opposition to a woman’s right to social and economic autonomy. 

Despite this independence and being a widow older than Augustin, with broader 

life experience than he has, Fanny is not representative of a typical femme 

fatale, as seen in contemporary male literature and painting as described by 
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Dottin-Orsini.46 Despite her outward appearance, Fanny “ne renoncerait pas 

aisément à la considération du monde, – de ce monde qui ne distingue pas 

l’amoureuse libre de la fille entretenue” (MP65). This is borne out by her refusal 

to become the mistress of an old friend, Georges Barral, who visits her in the 

country. He is separated but not divorced from his wife and wants Fanny as his 

“amie-maîtresse” (MP67). The novel is a succinct exposé of the double-

standards accepted in sexual relations in France in 1902 which Tinayre found 

galling and unfair to women (MP63). 

 

In contrast to many novels of the period, in La Maison du péché the main setting 

is in the country; it is Parisian Fanny who enters Augustin’s world in the country. 

This inversion and the use of nature and the countryside as the setting for the 

novel ensures that the contrast with Augustin’s rigid upbringing is very clear. The 

unfettered country scenery is used to reinforce the appeal to nature as a benign 

guiding force and Tinayre juxtaposes it with the inflexible Jansenist dogma 

inculcated in Augustin by his tutor, Forgerus. Augustin is not the dominant male 

hero of typical ‘romance novels’ but rather the innocent boy inculcated with fear, 

both of his mother and by the threat of damnation. Fanny is the worldlier, more 

experienced member of the pair and she charms Augustin by appreciating the 

cottage and its surroundings. However, to Fanny’s aunt, Augustin remains “un 

petit sot de province, réactionnaire et clérical” (MP44), not someone for Fanny 

to admire, let alone fall in love with. Her warning remark is a premonition of 

Augustin’s future inability to overcome his fear of eternal retribution as the ebb 

and flow of attraction and repulsion towards Fanny engulfs him. 

 

Augustin’s world is shaped by Forgerus, his Jansenist tutor and Mme Angélique 

de Chanteprie, Augustin’s mother, who perpetuate and enforce the rigid 

customs and morals of the haute bourgeoisie of provincial France.47 They 

represent the patriarchal French society of 1902 in which a ‘good’ woman’s 

place was as wife and mother in the familial home, morally strong and 

respectable. Mme de Chanteprie too, is a widow of many years who shows little 

affection towards her adoring only son, Augustin. His only happiness as a child 

                                                           
46  Dottin-Orsini (1993).Especially Chapters 2 and 6. 
47 The name ‘Forgerus’ evokes a blacksmith forge where Augustin is to be formed. This contrasts 

with his mother’s name ‘Angélique’ and the ironic connotation of a guardian angel. 
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is indelibly linked to church festivals and their rituals, which are a substitute for 

his mother’s love. From an early age religious fervour is thus connected to 

obtaining maternal approval and this will have disastrous consequences for his 

relationship with Fanny. 

 

Despite motherhood being the Catholic Church’s ultimate goal for women, Mme 

de Chanteprie is far from being an ideal mother. In a recent study, Grenaudier-

Klijn explores how four of Tinayre’s novels subvert stereotypes of good and bad 

mothers.48 It does not mention La Maison du péché but emphasises that 

motherhood is a prominent theme in her work. Mme de Chanteprie’s fervent 

religiosity makes her motherhood abusive and highlights that not all women are 

suited to maternity.49 Even her name Angélique is a clue to her attitude and 

refers to the fame of Sœur Angélique of Port-Royal des Champs. The family 

name recalls Saint Augustin’s homily: Celui qui chante prie deux fois which                                          

echoes the formidable power of the church in the plot. Mme Chanteprie is 

repelled by earthly life which is in keeping with her belief that it is only a 

temporary state in preparation for the blessing of eternal life. Mme de Chanteprie 

is unequivocally committed to the church and would have preferred to have 

taken religious orders rather than marry her cousin, Augustin’s father, a sickly 

weak man (MP17). Bearing the family history in mind, she is cognisant of the 

weight of family tradition, that of being devoutly Jansenist. Many years before, 

members of the family fled from Holland and later found refuge at Port-Royal, 

the French convent, centre of Jansenism in Paris. She wishes Augustin to 

preserve this extreme religious heritage now firmly embedded in her pledge to 

maintain the past legacy. However, as his mother realises that Augustin has no 

vocation to join the priesthood, she insists he must marry as she says that: 

“[L]’Église voit avec déplaisir le célibat des laїques…. Il faut donc penser à vous 

marier” (MP46). At the same time she warns him that she will never give her 

blessing to an unsuitable bride as there is also a dark side to the family history. 

It is the spectre of a libertine uncle whose shameful affair with a dancer, 

Rosalba-Rosalind, a century ago haunts Mme de Chanteprie. Augustin now 

lives in the same house, La Maison du Pavot, locally known as La Maison du 
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péché, where the affair took place, and she fears the malevolent sexual 

influence of the past. Hence the novel’s title signifies his mother’s anxiety to 

protect Augustin from any deviation from her perception of Jansenist morality. 

 

The Catholic Church feared that the influence of sexually emancipated women 

would disrupt the church’s ideal of the “épouse-mère, gardienne sacrificielle du 

foyer.”50 As Augustin lives in an environment where women are perceived as the 

cause of sin Forgerus advises Augustin that he should fear women because: 

Une Ève innocente et corrompue nous apparaît toujours, et nous 
devons lutter contre elle. Éternel combat, dont les vieillards ne se 
souviennent pas sans épouvante. Dans le mariage, comme dans 
l’amour illégitime, la femme est l’ennemie de l’homme, et le saint qui 
pèche sept fois par jour, pèche six fois à cause d’elle (MP46-47). 
 

In other words, all women, no matter how pure, cause men to sin and lose the 

possibiity of eternal salvation. Jansenists believed that grace was not freely 

given by God and the individual had to earn salvation. Sins associated with 

human sexuality were particularly evil because they derived from the basic 

impurity of the body. In Forgerus and Mme de Chanteprie’s eyes there is 

therefore no distinction between illicit and legitimate love if it is also passionate 

and sexual. So even before Augustin has fallen in love with Fanny, they have 

counselled and warned him about women by which they obviously mean 

passionate, sexual women. The fear of women’s sexual power was evident in 

the work of many writers and painters at this time leading to the popular notions 

of the femme fatale and the courtesan.51 With the pure, chaste life Augustin has 

led and his reclusive Jansenist upbringing, it is hardly surprising that the 

appearance of beautiful Fanny Manolé has an immediate and troubling impact 

on his awakened sexuality. The reader is already aware of his curiosity and 

subsequent attraction to women after he encounters his nurse’s niece and 

watches her surreptitiously in the garden. As Augustin “s’enferma dans sa foi 

comme dans une prison” (MP7) this gulf between his upbringing and that of 

Fanny indicates the deep divisions Tinayre perceived in French society.  Initially, 

Augustin wants to convert Fanny to save her eternal soul and he is displeased 

that she treats his parish church as a museum. He is amazed that she cannot 
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make the sign of the cross properly as “elle errait comme dans un musée, 

regardant les vitraux et les ornements…. Une protestante, sans doute. Elle ne 

savait pas faire le signe de la croix” (MP43). Augustin’s attraction to Fanny is 

deeply incorporated in his desire to draw her into his faith. Later he realises that 

she is quite indifferent to church teachings but as they become closer, Augustin 

desperately urges Fanny to accept the church. This would lessen his guilt at 

being attracted to her and might mean his mother would accept her as his wife; 

more importantly, he fervently wishes to save her soul. The curé sends her to 

the Abbé Le Tourneur for religious instruction. Fanny tries to believe for 

Augustin’s sake but she is horrified by the stories of martyrs and is indifferent to 

all the books he gives her to read. The curé tells her that she will not be ‘saved’ 

as she is “une orgueilleuse et une raisonneuse” (MP103). By inserting the 

church’s attitude to women into the narrative by describing the curé’s attitude to 

Fanny and women in general, Tinayre subverts the attitude of male critics who 

refused to recognise women’s intellect: 

Sa politesse suave cachait le mépris d’un saint Paul pour le sexe 
inconstant et débile qui doit se taire et obéir. (…) Il les voulait, dociles, 
pieuses sans mysticisme, car il craignait les candidates à la sainteté, 
et il avait assez d’une Mme de Chanteprie dans sa paroisse. Mais il 
haїssait, par-dessus tout, les raisonneuses…. On peut discuter avec 
un homme ; à une femme, on doit imposer les idées, 
despotiquement…. (…) Elle avait des étonnements scandaleux, des 
curiosités impertinentes (MP103). 
 

Fanny is unable to embrace Augustin’s religion as she cannot pretend to 

embrace the Catholic faith. Her honesty and care for Augustin are rooted in her 

desire for earthly happiness, not saintly sacrifice. However, despite the obstacle 

of Fanny’s lack of faith and ambivalence towards the church, Fanny and 

Augustin fall deeply in love and after some time, subtly encouraged by the nurse, 

Jaquine, Fanny becomes Augustin’s mistress in the notorious Maison du Pavot, 

ironically re-enacting the scandalous family history. Fanny’s status as a widow 

removes some of the stigma associated with being a mistress. She does not 

want either Augustin’s name or his fortune, just his love, as she too has had 

much unhappiness in her earlier life as an orphan and in marriage to an 

indifferent husband. She reveals that she has also lost a child and now as a 

childless widow is free to love on her own terms. Augustin too, for the first time 
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since his very early years, has someone who loves him unreservedly as did his 

nurse, Jaquine. 

 

Jaquine Ferou symbolises Marcelle Tinayre’s own roots in province and depicts 

the importance of unconditional love as a basic virtue. Jaquine is portrayed as 

the antithesis to Mme de Chanteprie and despite having no children of her own, 

is a judicious and kindly peasant mother substitute, a pagan representative of 

all that is good in nature. Tinayre contrasts these two mother figures, 

demonstrating that motherly feelings are not necessarily an innate female trait. 

Jaquine is Augustin’s nurse, housekeeper to the Chantepries for many years 

and the local wise woman. She is said to be “pas bien catholique” (MP17) and 

Augustin, worrying about her eternal soul, prays for her salvation most fervently. 

Her peasant goodness and compassion are connected to nature and love, not 

fear of church rituals and dogma. She too is an outsider like Fanny, challenging 

the established hierarchy in society. The villagers are wary of her as she has 

knowledge of medicinal plants gained from her first employer, a doctor. She is 

known in the village as Chavoche, which is the argot for chevêche, an owl, 

connected with the ancient wisdom of the goddess Athena. This medical 

knowledge is also a form of power as in early twentieth-century France this was 

mainly in the hands of male medical practitioners. This practical, earthy 

knowledge contrasts with the bitter, narrow dogma of the church embodied in 

Angélique de Chanteprie. Jaquine cares deeply for Augustin from her strong but 

lowly position in provincial society reflecting natural mother love, untainted by 

the male dominated tenets of the church. Fanny and Augustin’s idyllic 

relationship comes to an end as Cariste Courdimanche, a spinster friend of Mme 

de Chanteprie, discloses to her that Fanny and Augustin are lovers. She reveals 

this ‘sin’ to salve her own conscience and out of the fear of retribution from the 

church. This action emphasises her own rather sterile life and lack of empathy 

towards the young couple. She is one of the several vieille filles in Tinayre’s 

work; their position in society will be further discussed in Laurence and 

L’Ennemie intime which are the novels selected for the inter-war period of 

Marcelle Tinayre’s writing. 
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Overwhelmed by his mother’s adamant and selfish refusal to countenance their 

marriage, Augustin pleads with her in vain to accept Fanny. In the eyes of Mme 

de Chanteprie, the battle lines between the saint and the whore, or more 

realistically between the mother and the perceived femme fatale are indelibly 

drawn. To her, Fanny is all that is decadent and dissolute in modern society and 

a threat to the established order. Her response to Augustin’s plea is: “Vous osez 

me parler d’elle, à moi ! s’écria Mme de Chanteprie. Une femme de rien, une 

aventurière !... Croyez-vous que je fasse beaucoup de différence entre une 

prostituée et cette femme-là ?” (MP133). By contrast, pragmatic and loving, 

Jaquine implores Augustin to leave Hautfort-le-Vieux so that he will have some 

pleasure in a life with Fanny. Augustin is unable to convince his mother of 

Fanny’s integrity and moral fibre but equally, indoctrinated as he is, he cannot 

abandon his beloved mother or his inculcated faith. In this battle between Mme 

de Chanteprie and Fanny the latter exclaims: 

C’est Mme de Chanteprie, ce sont des fanatiques comme elle, qui 
sont des monstres. Ils n’ont pas de cœur, ils n’ont pas de sang dans 
les veines. Oh ! ces gens-là, je les hais !... Moi, moi, une criminelle, 
parce que j’ai voulu vivre toute ma vie de femme, parce que j’ai 
cherché mon bonheur ! (MP215). 

 
Fanny, desolate, returns to Paris in the hope that her naturally joyous love will 

be strong enough to enable Augustin to reject his mother’s dogma inspired 

sanctions. Unfortunately, Fanny underestimates the power of la foi. Forgerus 

ruthlessly persuades Augustin never to see Fanny again, not even once. To 

make Fanny accept this, Forgerus also persuades Augustin to write Fanny a 

letter in which he renounces her and his love for her which Forgerus takes to 

Paris. He is shocked at her angry and penetrating attack on him as the destroyer 

of Augustin, rather than as his teacher, mentor and would-be saviour. As she 

has not previously had dealings with the Catholic Church, Fanny cannot 

understand why as two free people they are not allowed to be together. Forgerus 

is amazed to find Fanny nothing like the scheming hussy he had imagined. 

However, as he is inflexible in his attitude which mirrors that of the church he 

represents, he cannot change his attitude towards her and her relationship with 

Augustin. Faithful Fanny persists in writing to Augustin for a year after they part. 

He never reads the letters Fanny writes but they are nonetheless a symbol of 

the power of writing and the enduring love that Fanny has for Augustin. 
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Emotionally defeated but spiritually proud, Augustin is sent to a monastery 

where, despite being distraught with the pain of losing Fanny, he still cannot 

summon the courage to defy his mother and Forgerus to see her again. He is 

unable to reconcile his sacrifice of her to his faith and cries out: “Adieu Fanny ! 

Adieu, fantôme adoré ! Je n’étais pas digne de te sauver… Que la volonté de 

Dieu soit faite, et non la mienne ! murmura-t-il en pleurant” (MP235). This 

unrelenting fear of retribution in the next life is so powerfully entrenched that he 

forgoes his earthly love for Fanny. He becomes ill with pleurisy and is cared for 

by his old nurse, Jaquine. Even when it looks as if he might live his mother can 

only think of her own soul and salvation, wanting Augustin to pay for his 

perceived sins with his death. She shocks even the sad spinster Cariste 

Courdimanche by saying: 

Ne soyez pas scandalisée. Comme mère, je me réjouis de la 
guérison d’Augustin ; comme chrétienne, je souhaite de n’avoir point 
à déplorer cette guérison. Si Dieu l’avait voulu, mon fils se reposerait 
enfin dans la gloire; il prierait pour moi; il m’attendrait…Et moi, je 
mourrai en répos… (MP238). 

 
Cariste Courdimanche is deeply distressed and feels that: 
 

Notre-Seigneur ne demande pas des sacrifices humains ; il compatit 
aux faiblesses de ses créatures, et l’on désarme sa colère avec des 
prières, des aumônes et une sincère contrition (MP238). 

 
With this reaction Marcelle Tinayre shows that a more empathetic element exists 

in the church than the fire and brimstone Jansenist faith of Mme de Chanteprie 

will admit, perhaps one more in tune with contemporary thinking about 

forgiveness and redemption rather than damnation and hell. However, without 

the confidence to join in an earthly union with Fanny and consequently feeling 

he has nothing to live for, Augustin slowly dies. Generous and nurturing Jaquine 

tries every medical skill to keep him alive. Her behaviour contrasts sharply with 

the selfish, dogmatic and interminable prayers for the dying his ostensibly saintly 

mother intones for his soul. Her soul is more important to her than her son’s life 

on earth and his happiness with Fanny as the church has instilled in her such 

fear of retribution that she too cannot live in the present. 

 

Fanny’s fate is left to the imagination of the reader. This unexpected ending adds 

pathos and mystery to the novel which in some contemporary reviewers’ opinion 
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elevated it far beyond the usual romance.52 Although Fanny is the stronger of 

the two characters and despite appearing to be the modern woman, she fails in 

her struggle to be able to love freely. Her fate parallels that of women’s status in 

the society in 1902. On her own, she is no match for the misogyny of the church 

and her honest passion for Augustin is outweighed by his indoctrination and his 

mother’s narrow traditionalist stance. Fanny has challenged the church and lost 

as fearful Augustin cannot reconcile his desire for earthly love with the threat of 

eternal damnation. Thus the status quo is maintained in a patriarchal and rigid 

society. 

 

This novel articulates realistic and detailed portraits of Fanny Manolé, Mme de 

Chanteprie, Jaquine Ferou and Cariste Courdimanche in French society of 

1902. The female protagonists’ attitudes and behaviour contribute to shaping a 

better understanding of French women’s identity during the Belle Epoque. The 

foregrounding of passion, sexuality and love is innovative, bold and honest and 

comprises a concerted attack on the influence of the Catholic Church written in 

the guise of a conventional novel. Tinayre’s questioning of Jansenist theology 

and the power of the Catholic Church confirmed for some critics that the 

depravity of women writers was akin to that of prostitutes and hysterics.53 

Marcelle Tinayre wrote in her as yet unpublished memoirs that: “Fanny c’est 

moi-même, moins l’inquiétude de la pensée. C’est moi dans la passion.”54 But 

that sentiment was not personally acknowledged in public. Fanny’s thoughts 

expressed through the novel strongly reflect Tinayre’s own conviction that 

women should have sexual freedom. Fanny’s failure to convince Augustin 

demonstrates the power of early indoctrination. Notably, this novel brought some 

further financial relief to the Tinayre family as in 1902 she earned sixty centimes 

on each of two thousand five hundred copies published by Calmann-Levy, a 

considerable amount at the time. Later reprints and translations were also 

extremely financially rewarding. 55 
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In addition to generating financial rewards La Maison du péché was acclaimed 

by many reviewers. Literary critics Paul Flat and Ernest Tissot were enthusiastic 

about it: “La Maison du péché truly reflects a society where conscience and 

sensitivity conflict.”56 However, Jean Ernest-Charles writing in Les samedis 

littéraires in October 1902, said it was too emphatic and preoccupied with 

philosophy and religion.57 This implied that Tinayre had over-stepped the 

boundary of what was an appropriate subject for a novel written by a woman. 

Her subtle but logical and historically accurate presentation of the differing points 

of view earned the criticism that the novel’s subjects were too intellectual for a 

woman writer. In other words, Tinayre had invaded male territory with a ‘higher’ 

form of literature encompassing philosophy, religion and logic that were 

perceived to involve substantial intellectual ability, traditionally the domain of 

male writers.58 Bertaut was particularly critical of Tinayre’s characterization of 

Augustin Chanteprie and wrote that he was quite certain he could not find a man 

like that in the modern world.59 It was translated into English as The House of 

Sin and as mentioned, James Joyce favourably reviewed it “pour la finesse de 

l’intrigue et la sobriété de la narration.”60 An American reviewer in The Atlantic 

Monthly praised La Maison du péché by endorsing the accomplished French 

critic M. Édouard Rod’s comments in Le Figaro saying: “It is one of the most 

perfect, most delightful stories I know.”61 

 

The tone and content of Tinayre’s subsequent novels altered dramatically, 

influenced by the circumstances of the Great War and the adversities suffered 

by women in the war years. In the twelve years between La Maison du péché 

and La Veillée des armes : Le Départ : août, 1914,  Marcelle Tinayre wrote 

prolifically, including La Vie amoureuse de Francois Barbazanges,62 an 

historical novel based in the Limousin and entirely different in tone and theme 

from La Maison du péché. She also wrote for La Fronde and many short pieces 

for several other journals. She was president of the La Vie heureuse prize 
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committee in 1908 and a member of the jury until 1949. At this time membership 

of this jury was invaluable in allowing femmes de lettres to have a voice in literary 

circles, even though they were criticised and derided by male critics. This 

network engendered a certain solidarity amongst women writers. This was not 

Marcelle Tinayre’s only contribution to notoriety as she caused a furore in the 

Parisian journals, called a ‘media storm’ by Mesch,63 in January 1908 when it 

was rumoured that she had been nominated by Aristide Briand for the Cross of 

the Legion of Honour, the only woman writer on the proposed list.64 She pre-

empted the award and published a somewhat coquettish, satirical article in Le 

Temps implying that she would not wear the famous red ribbon in public, for 

various rather specious reasons. This attitude was not appreciated by the 

establishment, both literary and political: her name was removed from the 

nominations and she was never subsequently proposed for the honour. Over a 

hundred articles were written in the week following her ill-advised comments. 

Martin-Mamy wrote: “Elle parla de son ruban (de la croix de la Légion d’Honneur) 

avec fierté, mais avec une fierté malicieuse et drôle, prouvant ainsi qu’elle avait 

de la modestie puis qu’elle essayait de la cacher sous de l’espièglerie.”65 An 

agressive and vindictive article by Jean Ernest-Charles filled an entire edition of 

his weekly pamphlet insinuating that this was typical female behaviour.66 Émile 

Faguet accused Tinayre of “aristocratisme” because she did not want to be 

mistaken for a “cantinière ou une sage-femme.” He continued: “Vous n’êtes pas 

féministe, vous êtes femme, très femme.”67 Tinayre was ridiculed and her 

comments, intended to be light-hearted, were used against her both as a writer 

and more especially as a woman writer. Mesch says it was the “failure of her 

public persona to assuage cultural anxiety about female authorship” 68 that 

provoked such an outcry against her. In hindsight she might have been better 

served to have said nothing until the honour was confirmed but it demonstrates 

how careful women had to be in balancing their public persona with their gender. 

This incident was aired time and time again and seems to have been a 

particularly significant element in certain critics’ response to her subsequent 
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writing.69 At the same time a young man, Michel-Ange Cantone, claimed to be 

the true author of all her novels which caused further undeserved public 

speculation in the press and literary circles for several weeks. 

 

Marcelle Tinayre had a prominent profile with a large circle of acquaintances 

with friends as critics, writers and politicians.70 In the years leading up to the 

Great War she published L’Ombre de l’amour,71 and travelled to England, Italy, 

and Hungary, visiting friends and family. She then travelled to Greece and 

Turkey, where her brother-in-law André Tinayre, was the French vice-consul. 

This visit resulted in Notes d’une Voyageuse en Turquie72 which included 

contrasting images of Turkish women to that of Pierre Loti’s Les Désenchantées, 

a semi-travelogue he had written about women in a Turkish harem.73 Visits to 

Belgium, Holland, Algeria and Tunisia followed. On her return to Paris in 1911, 

Tinayre became more and more involved in the literary establishment and an 

active participant in literary and scientific milieus in the years leading up to the 

Great War.74 

 

Marcelle Tinayre’s literary response to the declaration of war in 1914 was La 

Veillée des armes : Le Départ : août, 1914, the novel that I have chosen to 

represent Tinayrean women in the following section.75 One of the first novels of 

the Great War written by a woman, it was published in December 1915. Most 

women’s war novels have passed into obscurity but deserve better recognition 

as an important element of the socio-cultural history of the war and its impact on 

women.76 This novel dramatically demonstrates Tinayre’s change in theme and 

attitude towards women’s autonomy twelve years after the publication of La 

Maison du péché. Tinayre’s very rapid response to the war situation in France 

captures the changing circumstances in a measured yet poignant manner. The 
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representation of a young woman, not long married, personifies the impact that 

the initial declaration of war had on many women. As previously mentioned, war 

literature has most often focused on male experiences in combat,77 however, 

combat is not war in its entirety and much more reflection is needed on the way 

in which the Great War shattered normal communities and personal 

relationships in France.78 Both Tinayre’s husband, Julien, and only son, Noël, 

were in the French army in different capacities. Julien was a war correspondent 

for L’Illustration and when Noël was old enough, he joined the 121st Artillery 

regiment at Fontainebleau. Despite her less than enthusiastic acceptance of 

motherhood, the correspondence between Noël and Marcelle during the war is 

warm and concerned. As Lucille was safe in England, Louise and Noël were 

sent away from Paris to cousins in Issoire. Marcelle Tinayre travelled to Salonika 

and stayed in Greece for some months, ostensibly as a war reporter. She had 

formed a serious relationship with a naval officer, Noël Pinelli who was stationed 

there.79 Tinayre also gave lectures and wrote articles on the conditions faced by 

women in France and other parts of Europe during the war. She served in the 

Red Cross at Toulon after the publication of this novel. Thus Tinayre had first 

hand knowledge of the fears and doubts felt by French women at this time and 

had a broad understanding of events both at the front and à l’arrière. 

 

Historian John Cruickshank describes the most common reaction to mobilization 

notices as on the whole “essentially calm, orderly, serious and public spirited”.80 

The press rallied to the cause and as a patriotic gesture, Marguerite Durand 

revived La Fronde in 1914, no longer demanding equal rights for women but 

encouraging them to fulfil their duties to their country and their men. Annette 

Becker has described the mobilisation as “un destin individuel, situé dans un 

destin collectif.”81 La Veillée des armes is dedicated to a young couple with 

whom Tinayre lodged in Paris, Charles and Marie-Louise le Verrier, in the hope 

that the war would be a short one and that they would soon be reunited as a 
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couple, “au lendemain de la victoire” (VA3). Tinayre’s friendship with them may 

have been the inspiration to create Simone and François Davesnes, the major 

protagonists in the novel, which is set in Paris in the forty-eight hours during 

which the war is declared and socialist politician, Jean Jaurès, is assassinated. 

It opens with detailed description of apparently normal street activities in the 

early morning, such as men looking at a recently damaged poster, calling for a 

protest meeting: 

Une affiche neuve, qu’une main hostile a déchirée plus qu’à moitié 
annonce un Meeting de protestation contre la guerre. Deux hommes, 
un ouvrier et un bourgeois, lisent, se regardent l’un l’autre avec une 
sorte de silencieux défi et s’en vont, chacun à son travail… Partout, 
dans la sécurité pacifique de la cité, se renoue la chaîne des pensées 
et des actes et le rythme de la vie, rattachant, hier à demain, et si 
régulier qu’il semble imbrisable…. (VA5). 
 

This passage hints at the looming danger and encapsulates the anticipated 

disruptions of war to both the nation and the individuals in the quarter.The novel 

exhibits a coherent grasp of the confusion and uncertainty felt by the ordinary 

people of Paris as the war was declared: a shock to the nation, it would lead to 

unforeseen changes in class, gender and political relationships in France. It 

depicts the likely disturbance of normal daily life and the adjustments everyone 

had to make, both mentally and physically, to cope with the probable losses, 

both of family and material wellbeing. It also highlights the necessity for women 

to keep calm and support the men leaving them to go to the war. François and 

Simone Davesnes, both in their twenties, have been married for two years and 

are portrayed initially as having an equal partnership, both social and intellectual 

(VA42) as Tinayre advocated continually in her portrayal of gender relationships. 

The main female protagonist, Simone Davesnes is an orphan and had to earn 

her living as a designer on a magazine before her marriage but she has given 

that up to be une femme au foyer. Her calm contentment is under threat as her 

husband, François, is mobilized and has to join his army unit. The novel which 

unfolds showing Simone’s gradual acceptance of her husband’s inevitable 

departure clearly has a patriotic message and underlines the difficult role for 

women left at home, à l’arrière, during the war. 

 

With the advent of war, women had to accept that they had no choice in their 

role. They were to wait and worry with no control over the catastrophic events at 
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the front. In this novel Simone is not the dominant partner: it is François who is 

[v]eritablement, (…) son maître et son initiateur (VA162). This differs with 

Marcelle Tinayre’s previous novel La Maison du péché where Fanny Manole is 

l’initiatrice. This reveals a change in Tinayre’s perception of the type of novel 

she felt was appropriate for wartime as the individual woman put aside her 

struggle for autonomy in love and in society for the sake of the country. 

 

François and Simone have both had difficult lives and unusual childhoods spent 

with well-off relatives. Simone had “une adolescence mélancolique” (VA70). She 

is a seemingly fragile and vulnerable woman who has found great joy in marriage 

to a man who accepts her without a dowry (VA41). François, who had previously 

been in the army, becomes an aeronautical engineer in an aircraft factory after 

their marriage as it means he can spend more time with his wife. Although they 

are not as rich as Nicolette and Jean Raynaud, Simone’s cousin and her 

husband, they are envied for their happiness together. When the war looks as if 

it is inevitable, Simone is afraid she will lose François, both mentally and 

physically, as they both know he will have to rejoin his unit in the advent of war. 

He tells her frankly that: “L‘armée dont nous sortons peut nous reprendre 

demain…” (VA49). His duty, despite his love for her, lies with the state and 

Simone knows that he is “au fond de l’âme, un soldat” (VA49). In keeping with 

the attitude of many supporters of the military, the poet, Charles Péguy, asserted 

that: “l’homme n’est jamais libre qu’au régiment. Hors des servitudes civiles ; 

hors des émoussements civils,”82 reinforcing a view that the military represented 

a higher form of discipline and sacrifice and that war could ‘purify’ the nation. 

But true to his essentially gentle nature, François sagely replies: “Alors, il faut 

m’aimer comme on doit aimer un soldat, sans faiblesse” (VA50). This means 

that while he is physically strong to go to war, she must be mentally strong to 

support him. The interiorization of her struggle to overcome this ‘faiblesse’ 

makes her a role model for the reading public of 1915 and counters the prevalent 

perception of frivolous Parisian women only interested in fashion and soirées. 

No one could have predicted that it would be such a long war with such 

enormous casualties. The tone and sentiment of acceptance later opened this 
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novel to the criticism that it was propaganda rather than a patriotic appeal. 

However, at publication La Veillée des armes appealed to male readers as well, 

including the young Charles de Gaulle.83 By February 1916 with the thirty-fourth 

reprinting over 100,000 copies had been sold.84 

 

In the past, because of Simone’s straitened circumstances after the death of her 

parents, she has learned to be stoic and resilient in adversity. At first, Simone is 

so afraid that she is immobilsed (VA54). All she can think of is François’ physical 

presence and what it means to her. She finds solace in the ordinary daily 

activities which she finds excellent “pour rétablir l’équilibre moral” (VA64). She 

is Tinayre’s role model for her own response to the war: calm, tenacious and not 

hysterical, keeping her deeply-felt emotions under control, trusting in past 

happiness to sustain their separation. In contrast to Simone’s composed 

reaction, when she visits Nicolette, her rich cousin, she finds the latter’s house 

in complete chaos as her husband Jean, is away and no one knows whether he 

is away on busines or just enjoying himself elsewhere. Nicolette is extremely 

agitated as she has a German nursemaid who will have to be sent back to 

Germany as she is now an enemy. Nicolette is not concerned about the war 

other than how it directly affects her and her children. Her focus is very narrow 

and personal and as her marriage has become rather tenuous, she is quite 

selfish in her outlook. She admires her husband, but with great underlying 

resentment. “Secrètement, elle aimait et elle admirait son mari, avec une sorte 

de rancune. Tout haut, elle le critiquait aigrement” (VA79).  The love of her 

children is not enough and her husband who “menait la vie d’un dilettante 

voluptueux,” is immature (VA78). She is jealous of Simone’s apparently 

inexplicable happiness. Simone encourages Nicolette to be calm and 

sympathizes with her worries. In doing this she calms her own fears, not 

exacerbating the commotion in the Raynaud household. These two contrasting 

female representations make Tinayre’s novel a heartfelt study of women at this 

fraught time. She is not portraying unrealistic extremes but creating credible 

portraits of women with diverse outlooks and lifestyles. 
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Crucially, in men’s Great War literature the overwhelming constants are fear and 

death; mourning is a secondary emotion. Tinayre’s novel suggests that most 

men did not understand the dual and conflicting roles women had to play, that 

of supporter and mourner for the men sent to the front. As the war progressed 

many of the serving troops felt angry and bitter towards women. They perceived 

women to be having an easy life à l’arrière in comparison to the hideous suffering 

they had to endure on the Western Front. However, François is a man who 

shows that he understands the anguish of war and he can openly express his 

fears to Simone at this early stage. Treating each other with honesty and 

confidence, Simone and François discuss the political implications of the 

assassination of Jaurès on equal terms with Simone’s cousin, Maxime Raynaud, 

Jean’s unmarried brother. He certainly does not “rush eagerly to the call to arms” 

as suggested by O’Brien,85 although in front of Maxime he extols the glory of 

war: “(…) que cette guerre sera noble et belle !” (VA182). Tinayre has been 

criticized for the perceived exclusion of Simone from the rapport shown between 

Maxime and François as men and as soldiers.86 Although it is true Simone does 

not take part in their conversation, she does not feel excluded because by 

looking at the portraits of the Davesnes ancestors while the men are talking, she 

feels a link with the history of the Davesnes who served in previous wars and 

these examples stimulate her and strengthen her resolve to support François 

(VA183). However, later when she meets François near the factory where he 

works with two of his engineering colleagues, Leclercq and Rochebelle who will 

have to go to their units, she is not treated in the same way as she was by 

Maxime. To these two men, she is not an equal, only a woman. Simone 

reiterates the feminine perspective to Leclercq, one of François’ colleagues, and 

she remonstrates, showing that although she accepts the fact François will have 

to go to war she is able to intellectualise her position as well by saying: 

Il faut plaindre un peu celles qui restent. Dans la guerre, vous ne 
voyez que l’action, le danger magnifique et aussi un exercice 
professionnel. J’admire votre élégant courage, mais je ne peux parler 
de la guerre, comme vous le faites, avec sérénité. Les douleurs 
inouïes que je prévois me font mal, par avance, et je me sens 
meurtrie avec tous les blessés et avec toutes les femmes qui 
souffriront dans leur cœur… Se sacrifier ! Ah ! que ce serait facile et 
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peu méritoire ! Chacune de nous accepterait de mourir pour le pays… 
Mais sacrifier ce qu’on aime !... (VA199-200). 

 

With Leclerq’s negative response, Tinayre shows how some men felt by 

indicating Leclercq’s attitude: 

Leclercq dit que le devoir des femmes était simple. Qu’elles se 
taisent, d’abord!... Je vous demande pardon, madame, de cette 
franchise brutale… Pas de manifestations de suffragettes ! Le devoir 
des femmes, en temps de guerre, consiste à gouverner la maison, à 
élever les enfants, à soigner les blessés. Le reste nous 
regarde (VA201). 

 
Many poilus suspected and feared that women were ignorant of and or apathetic 

to their hideous circumstances. Tinayre shows her grasp of gender politics by 

portraying men who thought women were meant to stay at home, look after 

children and care for the wounded. These fictitious men, like many of those in 

French society, had little comprehension of what the strain and tension was like 

à l’arrière, the rumours, the censorship and the dreaded news of injury and death 

that was a constant fear. 

 

Through her portrayal of Simone Davesnes, Tinayre personalises the women 

whose actions on the home front render service to France, silently and with 

dignity. Although proud of her husband in his military uniform, Simone realises 

he must honour his military commitment even if it is to her detriment (VA281). 

According to Simone: “les femmes devront entretenir la vie du pays, sous des 

formes diverses que nous ne pouvons même prévoir. Très modestement, très 

dignement, elles seront, comme vous, au service de la France… et soyez 

tranquilles ! Elles cacheront leurs larmes” (VA201). Simone rises above the 

men’s criticism, hiding her chagrin at their lack of understanding, but Tinayre 

encourages the reader to realise that women can adapt “sous formes diverses” 

in the public sphere (VA201). Such stoicism and resolve are not without anxiety 

and despair. Simone worries about how she will manage financially; she cannot 

bear to think of François dying but: “Elle fut une petite parcelle de France 

qu’animait le généreux désir de résister et de durer” (VA271). She symbolises 

the reason men fight; to save their women from the enemy. This strong, dignified 

acceptance of the tragic circumstances countered the negative view men had of 
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women’s capabilities, emotions and ability to react logically to unfamiliar 

situations. 

 

Writers like Tinayre, and as will also be discussed, Colette Yver and Lucie 

Delarue-Mardrus, represented realistic and resolute women to allay the fear of 

betrayal at home, although they have been criticised by O’Brien for portraying 

women as secondary characters in their war writing.87 However, this is an 

opinion written in 1997 after the second wave of feminist thinking which does 

not seem to take in to account the reality of the era as women were not permitted 

to be in the military. The patriotic and stoic representation of Simone is Tinayre’s 

contribution to counteracting the prevalent view that many French women were 

shallow and frivolous and could not be relied on in wartime to be loyal and 

steadfast.  Simone represents a positive view of French womanhood as war is 

inevitable. “Étrangement calme, Simone contemplait François. Elle ne pleurait 

plus ; elle ne pleurait plus ; elle avait dépassé le stade de la révolte et du 

désespoir, et elle arrivait à cette profondeur de l’extrême souffrance où l’on 

trouve la sérénité” (VA276). François is a soldier, proud to fight for his country. 

Simone and François are both equally deeply affected by this impending parting 

and François is very aware of the terrifying future ahead for them both. He 

consoles Simone as much as he can, hiding his own fears. As François boards 

the train Simone flees the station and this last image of her, which closes the 

novel, is all the more poignant because it signifies not only their parting but the 

emptiness of her life without him, perhaps for a period, and perhaps forever if 

he is killed during the war. In being alone to face the enemy she represents all 

women who are left behind. The abrupt ending of the novel symbolises the 

unknown future, the disruption of society and the tragedy of war. Simone’s 

nobility in accepting her husband’s departure has been interpreted as weak and 

submissive. Holmes has interpreted Simone as being diminished by her 

husband, but on a closer reading of the novel I would disagree with Holmes who 

makes a connection between two incidents (VA182 and VA282) one hundred 

pages apart to draw the incorrect assumption that Simone, although seen 

symbolically as the “heart of France” is deliberately dismissed by François. 88 
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I would argue that Simone’s behaviour shows the maturity of her emotional 

evolution through love, bewilderment, anger and eventual acceptance of 

François’ inevitable departure. Goldberg89 also criticises Tinayre’s portrayal of 

Simone as accepting the war without anguish but I feel that the development of 

Simone’s persona and her resolve which deepens through the novel is realistic 

and her anguish is not lessened but controlled to give her husband the courage 

he needs to face his duty. Simone believes she has a marriage of equals and 

yet complementary.Through no fault of her own she is biologically but more 

especially ideologically debarred by societal conventions from the frontline. 

 

The work was published in the early part of the war before the general revolt of 

191790 and before the belief that the war would soon be over was eroded and 

by 1916 it had sold over one hundred thousand copies.91 Simone, by her 

demeanour and inner stream of consciousness underlines all the positive 

characteristics that were essential in wartime: women would have to adapt 

quickly to new experiences with new responsibilities, not least of which would 

be to be more self reliant in earning a living. The sensitive portrayal of a young 

woman on the eve of the devastating war in La Veillée des armes shows 

Tinayre’s unsentimental but entirely sympathetic grasp of the gravity of the 

situation faced by the majority of French women in 1914 as the melancholic 

memory of the Franco-Prussian War 1870-1871 was still strong. This portrayal 

of Simone Davesnes broadens the historical representation and understanding 

of women in French society of the period. O’Brien’s criticism of Simone’s 

acquiescence in her passive role and as such, a criticism of Tinayre’s depiction 

of her, may be questioned.92 Tinayre portrays the reality of the situation and in 

no way detracts from the literature describing the sacrifices made by soldiers 

serving France in the trenches of the Western Front. 

 

Margaret Darrow quotes an article published in 1917 by Tinayre which further 

illustrates her attitude to women’s participation in the war. In describing a winner 
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of the Croix de guerre, Emilienne Moreau,93 the heroine of Loos, Tinayre opines 

that “she acted like a soldier, she did not turn herself into a soldier. The heroine 

has remained a young woman.” In other words Tinayre believed that women, 

even heroines in wartime, had to retain their feminine attributes.94 Tinayre’s 

deeply anti-German sentiments expressed in the novel are in marked contrast 

to those of Marcelle Capy that will be discussed in Chapter Five. 

 

After the Great War, Marcelle Tinayre spent most of her time in her country home 

in Grosrouvre and travelling to attend speaking engagements. She continued to 

write on historical figures, such as in Perséphone (1920),95 Le Bouclier 

d’Alexandre (1922),96 La Légende de Duccio et d’Orsette (1923),97 Joséphine à 

Malmaison (1930)98 and Madame de Pompadour (1932).99 This segment of her 

writing consisted mainly of historical research and it may be seen as a partial 

retreat to a more distant past as it was perhaps less emotionally demanding to 

write about historical figures than to confront women’s issues in contemporary 

French society. Financially, Tinayre was able to earn a living from her work and 

her previously well-received novels were reissued and translated into several 

languages which gave her a satisfactory income, for example, La Rebelle was 

translated into Russian in 1920. Nevertheless, she also published work that 

showed the consequences of the Great War in society. Les Lampes voilées, 

which consists of two short novels, Laurence and Valentine was published in 

1921,100 and L’Ennemie intime in 1931 and they both represent images of la 

vieille fille. These novels appeared ten years apart highlighting one of the tragic 

results of the many male deaths during the Great War; the unwanted, unmarried 

woman. 

 

It was well recognized that men who had served the country were in need of 

care but the wartime traumas women suffered were often far less apparent in 
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society. By 1916, the first national organization to care for returned soldiers was 

established 101 and by 1926 it was known as l’Office national du combattant. It 

combined with other groups to form l’Office national des mutilés, combattants, 

victimes de la guerre et pupilles de la nation in 1933/34. Widows and orphans 

were recognized as needing financial and social assistance. However, single 

women, both old and young, often fiancées or unmarried women with children 

were not assisted by public welfare. Many older unmarried women had to take 

any work they could find, which was a dramatic difference from wartime where 

they had been in demand and appreciated. There has been much debate about 

whether women in France benefited unfairly from opportunities that had arisen 

from men’s wartime absence. Initially it appeared so but with men’s return, most 

of women’s political and social gains proved to be only temporary.102 Generally, 

women’s wartime pain and often covert suffering was to all intents and purposes 

disregarded as women were perceived to have had an ‘easy’ war à l’arrière. 

During the années folles, the mad years of the 1920s, the outward appearance 

of  freedom for women, with shorter hair, less restrictive clothing and more social 

liberty belied their lack of legal,  political  and economic emancipation. Society 

did not recognize the “[a]nnées de guerre, dans le noir ennui de la petite ville où 

l’on n’a même pas la diversion du péril proche et personnel, trains de blessés 

(…) papotages, douleurs cachées, angoisse qui voudrait s’étourdir, et la tache 

noire des deuils qui s’élargit…” (LE8). These women had not served in the 

trenches but nevertheless many of them struggled to survive fraught 

relationships with limited economic choices in places far from the action. 

Laurence and L’Ennemie intime reiterate and bring into the public domain the 

private anguish felt by the spinster, la vieille fille during the Great War as the 

result of death and of the uncertainty and insecurity in inter-war French society 

of both the 1920s and 1930s. 

 

Although these two works are more thoughtful, psychological and less overtly 

passionate than either La Maison du péché or La Veillée des armes, they have 

much in common in the depiction of Laurence de Préchateau and Renaude 

Vipreux as marginalised women in a still largely patriarchal society. The negative 
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images of loss in circumstances beyond their control add vigour and intensity to 

Marcelle Tinayre’s representation of women in provincial France at a time when 

societal focus was predominately on men. In particular la vieille fille was an 

object of derision as in the male orientated society she did not have much status: 

she was neither a young marriageable virgin nor a femme fatale and was often 

seen as just another mouth to feed. Certainly, with the loss of so many men 

during the war, it was obviously not possible for every woman to marry. Often, 

unmarried older women were used as replacement carers, in situations where 

they had no choice, either economically or socially, as to how they could earn a 

living. In these novels both female protagonists are virtually on their own and 

lack any hopes for the future. In Laurence Laurence de Préchateau is a casualty 

of war in that she loses her potential lover, and although Renaude Vipreux in 

L’Ennemie intime seizes her chance to live comfortably, she is destroyed by her 

jealousy and despair. Both women are victims of circumstance, Laurence by her 

isolation and depression and Renaude by her indigent parents, their poverty and 

her lack of education. 

 

With the representation of the main female character, Laurence, Marcel Tinayre 

reiterates the courage and tenacity exhibited by women during the war. She 

allows expressions of loss, guilt and frustration to be acknowledged honestly by 

the protagonists as these sentiments were obviously prevalent. Moreover, the 

disorder of the Great War altered perceptions of class differences between 

women in French society. Laurence de Préchateau, a “demoiselle de la 

noblesse” (LLV37) does not consider herself an old maid but as a young woman 

of thirty-four who lives with her elderly, rheumatic mother and an old servant in 

a small village on Grande Île which is modelled on L’Île d’Oléron. She is called 

une vieille fille by the villagers, whose opinions reflect the view that unmarried 

women, even “de la noblesse,” are now just the same as them and as one village 

woman remarks: “C’est pas qu’elle soit vilaine, mais elle est comme moi, vieille 

fille” (LLV26). It is common knowledge in the village that Laurence only has a 

small dowry which together with the onset of the war has diminished her 

marriageability and already she has the look of a flower that has faded without 

ever having bloomed (LLV37). Her mother is demanding and unsympathetic and 

tells her that: “Tu es née institutrice et vieille fille… tu es un petit glaçon” (LLV98). 
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However, Laurence is intelligent, has read much from her father’s eclectic library 

but being quite reserved, often unwittingly gives people the impression that she 

is proud, cold and haughty. This appears to be her way of surviving in an 

environment where she has no control over the external circumstances of her 

life such as her family situation, the fact that she lives in a very remote part of 

France, her lack of money and of course, the privations of war. 

 

This portrayal is a very unusual representation of a woman as Laurence is 

neither a harlot nor a housewife; nor is she the ideal French mother figure but 

an intelligent conscientious woman. She is doing her best to bear the burdens 

that the war placed on civilians. Her past has been unremarkable and at this 

time, she can have no expectations for the future. It is the winter of 1916, two 

years into the Great War, and the hope that it would be a short war has 

dissipated. Despairingly, yet without complaint, Laurence trudges through the 

snow on her daily visit to the Sanatorium Maison Rouge, where she works 

voluntarily, teaching sick and damaged children to read. In this isolated and 

isolating community there is little choice of occupation. Laurence does not really 

like these ugly, deformed children but they have a hold on her conscience. She 

has little affection for the children but respects them. She feels it her duty to be 

there and she spends a great deal of time helping each one. The wintry 

conditions reflect her overt lack of warmth. Her air of calm, masks the turmoil of 

her inner feelings. This mask permits her to continue living each day (LLV31). 

Her demeanour suggests the main title of the novellas, she is une lampe voilée, 

her true feelings are hidden but by her actions she helps bring hope and light to 

the children during the dark days of the war. She works with handicapped 

children who are not responsible for their illnesses and in the following 

depressing description Tinayre shows her awareness of the children’s suffering 

when the narrator remarks: 

[C]’est le déchet de la race, en qui se vérifie la malédiction biblique, 
car ils expient, dans la souffrance, le péché qu’ils n’ont pas commis. 
Trois mauvaises fées les ont marqués, dès le berceau, trois Furies 
qu’agite une obscure démence et qui s’appellent : Tuberculose, 
Alcoolisme, Syphilis (LLV16). 

 

These afflictions are exacerbated by the war, diseases spread by poor hygiene 

in the crowded conditions of the trenches, as well as sexual infections resulting 
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from illicit liaisons. This realistic and horrifying picture of the sick children, some 

of whom have no hope of a normal life, is often overlooked in war literature. The 

chief nurse, Mme Dobré, a motherly woman, sagely says that “[c]’est la guerre,” 

which is the only possible explanation for the children’s terrible condition. The 

cost of the war meant that children were deprived and underprivileged in many 

parts of France during the war years.103 With this awareness, Laurence calms a 

new seven year old patient and his soldier father, demonstrating Tinayre’s great 

empathy for soldiers in this situation. The boy has no mother and the father 

already looks much older than his years. He knows that leaving his son is worse 

than facing the enemy in the trenches (LLV29). Laurence feels that he is the true 

patriot, “mieux que les grands noms écrits sur les pierres,” not the politicians or 

famous men (LLV30). Tinayre acknowledges the sacrifice both Laurence and 

the soldier father are making. Patriotism is reinforced by Laurence who gets one 

of her pupils to read the story of Jeanne d’Arc as part of a lesson. The boy is 

clever but Tinayre anticipates his future problems which parallel those of a 

mutilated soldier: “Nul n’a deviné le drame qui se joue dans un petit être 

clairvoyant et sensible, que son intelligence exceptionnelle isole, parmi ses 

camarades arriérés, comme son infirmité physique l’isolera, plus tard, parmi les 

hommes vigoureux” (LLV23). Jeanne d’Arc was a very topical subject as she 

was canonized by the Catholic Church in 1920, just before the publication of the 

novella. Tinayre knows that Jeanne d’Arc, as the heroic virgin Maid of Orleans 

who miraculously saved France, is the inspiration for many patriotic women. 

However, Laurence’s work, despite its worthiness and the recognition it gives 

her in the village, is no panacea for her weariness, loneliness and the unending 

misery of the war. It seems that there is no end to this intolerable burden for 

women like her and she feels very much alone psychologically, “ni véritablement 

morte, ni véritablement vivante” (LLV43), as is shown in her apparent attempted 

suicide in the snow. 

 

On her way home from the Sanatorium, Laurence is tempted to commit passive 

suicide in the icy forest as she feels it would not matter to anyone if she died. 

Her work with the children, although appreciated and acknowledged, is not 
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sufficient as there is no future with no one to care about her. Unexpectedly, 

Laurence recalls a verse from Dante’s Inferno from The Divine Comedy, which 

enables her to recover enough mental strength to get home, somewhat 

ashamed of herself for her lack of courage. Laurence is forced to draw on past 

reserves of resilience and hope. Vulnerable and alone she tells no one of the 

incident but the poem recalls her friendship with Dominique Pellegrin, a poet and 

translator of Dante. Tinayre uses the memory of love as the inspiration that 

Laurence needed to overcome her melancholy. Before the war, Dominique had 

come to Grande Île to escape “une tyrannie affectueuse qui gênait ses travaux” 

(LLV38). She had hoped their friendship might lead to a more intimate 

relationship but just before he left he told her that he had to return to someone 

else (LLV63). Laurence had reacted angrily and although he wrote to her several 

times after being called up, she had not heard from him for months. During the 

Great War, poor communications and censorship were often the cause of 

broken relationships. With the stoic disposition expected at the time, Laurence 

hides her emotions. She has only memories to sustain her as Dominique could 

by now be dead or a prisoner of war. She has given up hope for a future with 

him as she “acceptait d’être oubliée” (LLV 6). This was a realistic sentiment as 

many men simply disappeared on the battlefield with no known grave or 

memorial. 

 

At last, Laurence does receive a letter from Dominique again asking her to meet 

him in the next town the following Sunday. In this long and confrontational letter, 

Tinayre clearly juxtaposes the simultaneous animosity felt toward women and 

the craving for love experienced by men in the trenches. It is a plea for an 

understanding of the anxieties of isolation, the deleterious effects of war on their 

bodies and minds and the uncertainty of their future, especially under fire as 

Dominique avers that: “Mon avenir est peut-être limité à quelques semaines” 

(LLV86). The circumstances of war have made him desperate to recapture the 

intimacy he had previously shared with Laurence despite their rupture. He needs 

a personal purpose to fight for, not only abstract patriotism. As he dissects 

Laurence’s character and her perceived lack of demonstrable feelings towards 

him, his own flaws are admitted and he now shows he understands her chagrin. 

Laurence is angry with the tone and content of the letter but admits that she 
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could have behaved in a less self-righteous and proud manner. Both of them 

need to comfort each other and be more forgiving and tolerant in this abnormal 

situation. In an attempt to recapture her pre-war happiness and after much 

internal debate, Laurence decides to meet Dominique; however on the 

appointed day the snow is so deep that the train cannot run. In desperation, 

Laurence decides to walk the nine kilometres to the next town. She nearly dies 

in the snow and is rescued by the doctor from the Sanatorium. As she does not 

arrive at the meeting Dominique never knows she wanted to be reconciled and 

that she had forgiven his previous behaviour. Laurence remains a vieille fille, 

pitied by those around her. Her coldness and loneliness are reflected in the 

environment both physically and mentally. Quella-Villéger describes her as a 

“femme fanée sans avoir fleuri, plus isolée par son orgueil que par son île. (…) 

la Grande Guerre est ici celle qui oppose la vertu et la tentation.”104 

 

Tinayre illustrates the years of loneliness and the devastation for a young 

woman which was a common phenomenon in inter-war France. A short 

postscript relates that Dominique never returns from Macedonia as he is “tué 

par la fièvre des marais” (LLV143), the fate recorded of many soldiers who died 

far from home. When Laurence recovers from her experience in the snow, she 

continues her work at the Sanatorium as before. Ironically, her work with the 

children which she does out of duty makes her visible in the community instead 

of being totally forgotten. The muted but powerful grief felt by many women 

during the Great War is encapsulated in this tragic tale of loss represented by 

Laurence and experienced by Tinayre as she was by then further estranged 

from her husband, Julien, who had retreated to Grosrouvre as he suffered 

frequent depressive episodes. 

 

The disappearance and unknown fate of many young men was a common 

phenomenon of the inter-war period in France,105 leading to years of mourning 

and a cause of great suffering as is shown in the case of Laurence. It may have 

appeared inconsequential in comparison to the horror of the trenches but 

nevertheless this desolation permeated French society. Tinayre’s short novel 

                                                           
104  Quella-Villéger (2000) 392. 
105  Jean-Yves Le Naour. Le Soldat inconnu. La Guerre, la mort, la mémoire. Paris: Gallimard, 

2008. 



93 
 

vividly demonstrates that she understood the fine delineation between hope and 

the real sorrow that imbued women, often sublimated in charitable or volunteer 

work in the inter-war years. In an article in La Revue blanche Firmin Roz echoed 

Tinayre’s sentiment and wrote that there are “des âmes pareilles à des lampes 

d’or, merveilleusement claires et brillantes. Mais on a jeté sur elles un triple voile; 

le monde perçoit à peine un rayonnement affaibli… La lumière brille et elle 

s’éteindra sans que personne ait soulevé le voile.”106 There was no indication 

that women’s position in society would immediately be changed in terms of 

social and political rights for their contribution to the victory of 1918. Many had 

to return to their situation of the pre-war period or worse, seek menial 

employment for the first time in order to survive. 

 

Tinayre was occupied in literary and speaking engagements, both in Europe and 

the United States of America, in the years until the novel L’Ennemie intime was 

published. She translated the Hungarian author, Cécile Tormay’s novel Fille de 

pierres107 into French, and many of her novels were translated into English, 

Hungarian and German. She had been voted on to the jury for the Flaubert prize 

in 1923 and remained on the Femina jury. In 1923 her husband Julien committed 

suicide. He had suffered from bouts of depression for some time and although 

they remained in contact, they had lived separate lives for many years. 

Nonetheless she was greatly distressed by his death which was a shock to her 

and their children. For some time she could only write articles in order to earn a 

living. Gradually she began to write novels again. Even after publishing and 

having work translated for many years Marcelle Tinayre was still seen as “a well 

known French novelist who has won a degree of success with bourgeois readers 

by dextrously contriving to shock them just as much as they like, and no more. 

Most of her books are cleverly built around some philosophical theory.”108 

Despite these often patronising comments, Tinayre was encouraged to return to 

novel writing and, for a very different portrait of a vieille fille, Marcelle Tinayre 

wrote L’Ennemie intime published in 1931, first as a serial in a Paris weekly then 

as a novel published by Flammarion. 
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In contrast to the perceived change in Parisian life with new forms of fashion, art 

and music, it was thought that life in country towns had not been significantly 

altered by the Great War. As a provincial herself, Marcelle Tinayre knew 

otherwise and both Laurence de Préchateau and Renaude Vipreux reflect in 

diverse ways, aspects of provincial society altered by the war. L’Ennemie intime, 

recaptures all the customs and stability that had been lost in provincial life 

through the Great War. In addition to these losses, all the main protagonists are 

affected by the loss of love, wealth, power or youth in bitter circumstance. The 

vieille fille, Renaude Vipreux has become corrupted by poverty and is now a 

scheming woman, playing on the frailties of others for her own financial gain. 

Her name reinforces her characteristics, that of a complaining person: renauder 

is the familiar French verb to grouse and Renaude is similar to renarde, a vixen. 

Vipreux has the connotation of a snake, a poisonous and vicious viper. 

 

Renaude is hired by Geneviève Alquier to look after her aged father, M. Anthime 

Capdenat, in the family home in Villefarge, Corrèze. The family is fractured as a 

result of the Great War, with the hostility and enmity of the War having been 

transmitted to family relationships. Raymond, Geneviève’s brother, fought and 

suffered serious head wounds which necessitated trepanning. This has made 

him mentally unstable and his whereabouts are unknown. M. Capdenat has lost 

his business because all the labourers had to either fight or work in munitions 

factories. He is shamed by this loss of respect and power in the town and takes 

out his anger on his only daughter. Continuing patriarchal control in the inter-

war period is clearly demonstrated, because despite her marriage to a rich 

Parisian, Geneviève has not much influence on her father’s behaviour. She is 

timid and as afraid of her imperious husband, Lucien Alquier, as she is of her 

bullying father who enjoys humiliating her as his sole remaining source of power. 

M. Capdenat lives with them for a while in Paris but returns to the province after 

falling out with Lucien, although he tells all his friends that it was his own choice 

to return. He is privately aghast at the new Parisian lifestyle of his daughter and 

son-in-law. He suspects them of loose moral behaviour, called modernity, 

contrary to his traditional bourgeois provincial customs. To a degree, Marcelle 

Tinayre concurred with that viewpoint. In an interview in The New York Times in 



95 
 

1920, she decried the materialism and hedonism of the 1920s.109 In France it 

was not only women who endorsed and who wrote about changes for women. 

 

Victor Margueritte’s scandalous 1922 novel La Garçonne epitomized all that 

men feared in the ‘New Woman’: their sexuality, lifestyle and appearance. 110  

With that in mind Tinayre exploits the apparent changes in women’s lives by 

showing how Geneviève lives in Paris with her architect husband. Geneviève is 

desperate to impress the prospective housekeeper, Mlle Renaude Vipreux, so 

that she can leave her disagreeable father in the care of someone else. 

Geneviève is ostensibly leaving her father to visit her godmother, but is in fact 

going to see her lover, Bernard: a fact quickly noted by Renaude. Unusually for 

the main female protagonist in a Tinayre novel, Renaude Vipreux has few 

redeeming features. She is very plain, poorly dressed and bitter about her need 

to earn her living. Speaking to Geneviève she explains her situation: 

Madame est bien bonne, mais madame ne sait pas ce que c’est que 
d’être pauvre et seule au monde, à cinquante-six ans. L’orgueil est 
un luxe pour les malheureux ! Je n’ai plus d’orgueil… (…) Je remplirai 
mes devoirs et je recevrai mon salaire. Je n’ai droit à rien de plus et 
je ne demande rien. Le bon Dieu me fera justice (LE14). 

 
This was a prophetic statement indeed as will be shown later. Renaude has 

been left penniless by her parents whom she cared for during the War. She is 

not attractive but has a wiry sort of strength and a superior air. Reflecting his 

dislocation, M. Capdenat is extremely rude to Renaude when he meets her 

saying: “Je vous ai vue. Vous n’êtes pas belle et vous pouvez f… le camp” 

(LE14). Renaude wants to leave immediately, but as Geneviève is so upset she 

stays and M. Capdenat challenges Mlle Vipreux to remain, to which she agrees, 

much to Geneviève’s amazement. Renaude has assessed the family situation 

and seizes the initiative to further the rift between father and daughter, 

immediately, allying herself with M. Capdenat in a defiant yet subtle attempt to 

save herself from further poverty. She has a much stronger personality than 

Geneviève as her years of deprivation have given her a resilience and cunning 

of which M. Capdenat approves in contrast to his daughter’s apparent lack. 

Despite his infirmity, he sees Renaude as a challenge, something to give his life 

                                                           
109  Edwin L. James. “Finds 1920 Woman Sad, but Frivolous.” The New York Times. 1 February 

1920. 
110  Margueritte (1922). 



96 
 

a purpose. Suddenly, instead of being the one in charge, Geneviève feels she 

is the outsider: “Elle sentait un renversement des rôles, comme si l’alliée d’une 

heure passait soudain à l’ennemi” (LE16). This role reversal becomes M 

Capdenat’s way of punishing his daughter in collusion with Renaude (LE12). 

This alliance of the older generation against the younger, who were perceived 

not to have suffered as much during the Great War, adds another facet to this 

image of the vieille fille as Renaude is also violently jealous of Geneviève’s 

youth, beauty and sophisticated husband. Ever aware of the precariousness of 

her situation, she intercepts and keeps a letter from Bernard to Geneviève to 

safeguard her position. 

 

Women without any education, training or a profession were still very much at 

the mercy of men for their wellbeing in inter-war France. Renaude uses her 

position as M. Capdenat’s carer to ingratiate herself with the Capdenat family 

lawyer, the young M. Beausire. With nothing to lose she persuades M. Capdenat 

into a suspect financial arrangement and to change his will in her favour. After a 

few months, predictably, he dies and the Alquiers challenge the will. With the 

letter she kept as evidence, Renaude threatens to expose Geneviève’s love 

affair with Bernard to forestall the dispute. This would mean Lucien would 

divorce her and Geneviève would be in the same position as Renaude, poor and 

husbandless; a divorcée in a worse position than that of a vieille fille, as extra-

marital affairs were still seen as a male only prerogative in respectable bourgeois 

society. Unable to get Renaude to give her the letter, alone and afraid, 

Geneviève drives away and is killed in a car accident while Lucien is away on a 

business trip. Renaude is left alone in the house while the court decides how to 

resolve the disputed will. She is absolutely convinced of her own righteous 

position as she feels she deserves the money and she does not feel responsible 

for Geneviève’s death.  Unknown to anyone, Genevieve had been able to 

contact her brother Raymond before her death. He appears at the house and 

demands the compromising letter from Renaude as he is concerned for 

Geneviève’s honour and her financial position. Renaude refuses but she is no 

match for the trained ex-soldier. He kills her and destroys the letter. The 

inheritance goes to Lucien as no one knows Raymond was Renaude’s killer and 
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he disappears again. He does not want to benefit from her death, but saves his 

sister’s good name and family fortune from the scheming Mlle Vipreux. 

 

Although this is a somewhat melodramatic story, it does reflect the mood of 

French society in 1931, a society still struggling to return to perceived pre-war 

normality as the enormity of the changes inflicted by the war were not fully 

realised for many years. The tentative steps taken by Belle Epoque women in 

education and professional spheres were negated by the Great War. This highly 

industrialised war virilised the French nation: men had become more aggressive 

to survive; women had to take over public male work in agriculture, the 

bureaucracy and factories. The huge loss of men, both dead and mutilated 

caused French politics relating to gender equality to become regressive and 

conservative. Losses were often intangible such as lost opportunities for 

education, travel and often marriage. In L’Ennemie intime, each protagonist 

suffers an enormous loss affecting them permanently which mirrors the suffering 

in French society. The disruption in family life, the economic crises and the threat 

of future war all cast a shadow on this inter-war period. This novel which is 

Tinayre’s most bitter portrait of a marginalised woman could also be seen as a 

rather exaggerated metaphor for the state of French society in the period before 

the Second World War. 

 

During her long career, Marcelle Tinayre was either admired or reviled by critics. 

Of note, as there were few well respected female literary critics, women’s writing 

was prejudicially defined by male critics such as Bertaut, Paul Flat, J. Ernest-

Charles and later Jean Larnac and André Billy. Tinayre’s success and 

prominence as a female writer made her a target of criticism, both literary and 

feminist, as she reconciled a conventionally feminine image, which she carefully 

cultivated, with the customarily accepted masculine role as a writer. Although 

there are reviews and commentaries of her work written over many years, the 

only biography entirely devoted to her was written very early in her career by 

Eugène Martin-Mamy in 1909. He considered her work to be “bien français” as 

her characters were true to their origins. He did not see her writing as feminist 

but “son œuvre future gardera des périodes difficiles le souvenir de la muflerie 
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universelle, de l’exploitation des femmes, de la misère de leur condition. Elle 

fera avec de l’amertume une généreuse beauté.”111 

 

The novels were written against the backdrop of the Belle Epoque, the Great 

War and the années folles, an era of constant societal and political change 

where often the main male emotion was fear: fear of women, their sexuality and 

their burgeoning independence, both financially and politically.112 There is no 

doubt that external factors influenced Tinayre’s choice of heroine, but many of 

her novels had a plot that empowered women who were her main readers. She 

was very successful in weaving topical issues of love, motherhood and loss to 

inspire her fiction but subtly as she was a pragmatist and did not want her books 

censured by infuriated husbands: she had to earn a living. Her style remained 

the same throughout her career but her portraits of women differ from the other 

authors in this study and male writers of the era. Marcelle Tinayre’s novels were 

certainly relevant to her contemporary readers and give the readers of today an 

important insight into the identity of la Française of the era, the alternative guises 

of feminine/female representation often neglected in literary and feminist 

histories. Controversially, the novels’ portrayal of women did not always coincide 

with her feminist lectures and with what was printed in the press. However, 

women’s perceptions that they had worked competently and responsibly in the 

war years could not be erased and undeniably there was an underlying anxiety 

at the lack of progress towards gender equality. This was not a principal concern 

of Marcelle Tinayre who concentrated on equality in relationships. However, 

Tinayre never resiled from confronting societal norms even though she did not 

necessarily prescribe what women should do. Women were encouraged to be 

autonomous without losing their femininity but she did not encourage political 

emancipation for women. As late in her career as 1933, she wrote in La Femme 

et son secret that coquetry was necessary for women’s power over men.113 This 

persists in contemporary French culture and in the history of some late twentieth-

century best sellers.114 

 

                                                           
111  Martin-Mamy (1909) 14. 
112  Maugue (1987). 
113  Marcelle Tinayre. La Femme et son secret. Paris: Flammarion, 1933. 
114  Dudovitz (1990) 87. 
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Tinayre’s fiction is based on her own experiences where the association 

between a woman’s identity, her sex and social power was debated and a 

different, less patriarchal vision of ‘the woman question’ was tendered. She 

found that the dilemma for women writers was that if they were too militant or 

too didactic, they ran the risk of being censored by not being published at all in 

France. Her involvement as a judge with the establishment of the Femina prize 

was an important contribution to literary life in France. This role was often difficult 

as writers of both sexes lobbied her for her vote for the valuable and prestigious 

prize. Literary critic Paul Flat in Nos Femmes de lettres wrote:  

[L]’auteur de la Maison du péché allait être le bouc émissaire de tant 
de rancœurs accumulées. Basses besognes, pour lesquelles 
s’entendirent, comme larrons en foire, les plus méprisables plumes 
de Journalisme! (…) Faut-il ajouter que ce qu’il y a de plus médiocre 
dans la littérature féminine se garda bien de manquer à l‘appel ? (…) 
car Marcelle Tinayre est sans conteste, par la qualité et la formation 
du talent, la plus vigoureuse, la plus virile des plumes féminines qui 
se sont révélées dans les dernières années. 115 
 

However he was not convinced that women writers were of the same standard 

as men. Her writing was criticised as “pernicieux et impies” by l’Abbé 

Bethléem116 but her friend, the critic and writer Julien Green, affirmed that she 

wrote “des textes de qualité avec une dimension psychologique touchant la 

sensibilité d’un large lectorat. Elle est entre George Sand et Simone de 

Beauvoir. Elle mérite une place réévaluée.”117 Literary men and publishers did 

not give up their prerogative of socio-political power easily and Apollinaire, 

hiding under a female nom de plume as literary critic Louise Lalanne, wrote in 

Les Marges that her representation of women in La Maison du péché and 

L’Ombre de l’amour were false and her reputation as a writer was overated.118 

Although Marcelle Tinayre did not escape some condescension in reviews, she 

was considered to be “une des femmes qui écrivent le mieux.”119 She certainly 

                                                           
115  Flat (1909) 148-149. 
116  Quoted by Christiane Méry, Director of Belle et rebelle: Marcelle Tinayre. Municipal Media 

Library Exhibition. Tulle. 4-29 October 2005. 
117  Julien Green (1900-1998) French born American writer and broadcaster. He was the first 
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118  Quella-Villéger (2000) 314. 
119   Emile Berr. “Les Livres et les écrivains: La Rebelle, par Marcelle Tinayre.” L’Illustration 3290 

(17-03-06): 170.  Dossier Tinayre BMD. 
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remained in the public eye with interviews and photographs of her home in 

magazines such as Femina and La Vie heureuse.120 

 

Marcelle Tinayre did not waiver from her stance that politics was for men only, 

but war was not and in 1925 she wrote: “[l]es femmes sont les victimes 

innocentes de la guerre que déchaînent les hommes et dont les hommes seuls 

portent la responsabilité.”121 In her later years under the influence of Noël Pinelli, 

Marcelle Tinayre became conservative politically, joining the Croix de Feu as 

one of the movement’s active female propagandists.122 The place for women in 

the Croix de Feu veterans association was on the margins. In an article in Le 

Flambeau, entitled Action des Femmes, written in March 1935, she wrote: “Il ne 

s’agit pas de manifester dans les rues, de monter sur les barricades, de faire le 

coup de poing et de recevoir des coups. Ça c’est l’affaire des hommes.”123 

Tinayre was still not convinced that women should have the vote. 

 

In 1938, the year civil equality was granted to French women but not yet the 

vote, Marcelle Tinayre was awarded the “Grand Prix Léon Barthou de 

l’Académie française attribué pour la première fois, à une femme, Marcelle 

Tinayre, pour l’ensemble de son œuvre.”124 This recognition of her talent by such 

an august academic body was an acknowledgement of her persistent effort to 

make women more visible in society and represented in the French literary 

world. It did not however compensate for the damage done to her reputation 

over the scandal of the Legion of Honour, which continued to be recalled each 

time she published a new work.  During the Second World War Marcelle Tinayre 

concentrated on further historical, regional and cultural writing and was noted to 

have doubts for the future of society in 1944 when French women were granted 

the vote. In her last years she wrote her memoirs, Mémoires: enfance et 
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adolescence which are as yet unpublished and only partially available to the 

public.125 Roger Giron wrote in Le Figaro in 1937 that she was a “romancière de 

l’amour et de la femme.”126 Many years before in 1905, a critic had ranked her 

between Countess Anna de Noailles and Mme Gérard D’Houville.127 In his eyes 

they were “the glorious trinity,” the critic was none other than Léon Blum.128 

Would he change his mind? Not at all except to replace Anna de Noailles with 

the novelist Colette. On Tinayre’s death in 1948, the prestigious national 

newspaper, Le Monde, wrote: 

Avec elle s'en va l'un des derniers survivants d'une grande époque 
du roman français. (...) C'est après la guerre de 1918 que Marcelle 
Tinayre donna ses chefs-d’œuvre, qu'on lisait d'abord dans La Revue 
des Deux Mondes et dans la Revue de Paris. (...) Marcelle Tinayre 
était simple et bonne comme les êtres dont la vraie richesse est 
intérieure. Elle restera par quelques livres comme un écrivain 
classique et un grand romancier.129 
 

To call her “un écrivain classique” and “un grand romancier” meant that she had 

at last been accepted as a writer, not just as a woman writer. More recently a 

chapter in Ferlin’s Femmes d’encrier was devoted to her life and work but it is 

more biographical than an appraisal of Tinayre’s writing.130 Certain aspects of 

Quella-Villéger’s controversial account of the Chasteau-Tinayre family, 

especially selective quotations from her private letters and diaries have to be 

challenged when the complete archives in Tulle become available.131 Marcelle 

Tinayre was often involved in controversial literary incidents which critics used 

to detract from her œuvre and this has caused her to be the victim of some less 

than accurate research. There are contradictory dates for events in her life as 

well as dates of the publication of some of her work. She is quoted as an anti-

feminist by Perrot for the novel, Princesses de Science.132 In fact she did not 

write this novel which supposedly attacks women intellectuals. It was written by 
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Colette Yver.133 McMillan in France and Women 1789-1914: Gender, Society 

and Politics confuses Marcelle with her mother-in-law, Victoire who was a 

Utopian socialist and Communard but not a novelist and later also confuses 

Marcelle with her mother, Louise Chasteau, who was a school inspector and not 

a novelist although they did write some journal articles together.134 

 

What is the legacy left by Marcelle Tinayre in the representation of French 

women in the above fiction? Undoutedly this longitudinal study of Marcelle 

Tinayre’s work over the time frame of this research gives an insight into women’s 

lives; their conflicts and complicities reflecting her own life in French society. The 

images of women are credible and sensitive to the ‘woman question’ advocating 

social autonomy not militant political emancipation. Her representation of 

women such as Fanny Manole, Simone Davesnes, Laurence Préchateau and 

Renaude Vipreux is an important contribution to the images of women in French 

literature as well as to a currently under-researched facet of socio-cultural 

history. Her protagonists highlight the varied experiences women had in regard 

to relationships and confirm that it is not possible to generalise about her female 

protagonists written over forty years. Her characterisations of women in diverse 

situations contrasts with those of her contemporary, Colette Yver. In the 

following chapter the study of Colette Yver’s early novels delineates the dilemma 

for women regarding the management of a professional career with family life 

and children in the Belle Epoque. Yver’s patriotic view of women’s duty during 

the Great War and her perceptions of the problems women faced in the inter-

war years differ in theme and style from Tinayre’s and project another 

interpretation of women’s experiences that broadens the images of women in 

French society of the early twentieth century.  
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CHAPTER 3 
 

Colette Yver (1874-1953) 
Le Deuil blanc 

 
This chapter studies the representation of women by Colette Yver, another 

woman writer unappreciated today but who fills a place in the history of women’s 

writing for her depictions of women in professional career development. Her 

writing exemplifies my thesis as her fictional representations of contemporary 

women reflect her individual response to the rapidly evolving Belle Epoque 

society where women faced new circumstances and challenges especially in 

their desire for a satisfying career. However, with the advent of the Great War 

Yver’s focus changed to reflect the war’s disruption of French society and 

latterly her writing in the inter-war era encapsulates a further adjustment to 

women’s experiences in French society. To illustrate these situations I have 

selected firstly, for the pre-Great War representation of women, Les Cervelines1 

and Princesses de Science.2 Secondly, Yver’s images of women during the 

Great War are depicted in Mirabelle de Pampelune3 and thirdly, Rose, Madame4 

has been selected for Yver’s portrayal of women in the inter-war period. These 

images, by an author, extremely well-known to her contemporaries, enhance 

the extant spectrum of portraits of women in a society whose literary history is 

still dominated by male points of view. Female characters in this selection of 

Colette Yver’s work represent a wide range of women in French society and 

especially show the experiences of young women, focusing on the choices they 

make regarding professional careers and family life. 

 

Colette Yver, pseudonym of Mme Auguste Huzard was born Émilie-Antoinette 

de Bergevin in 1874 in Segré (Maine et Loire) into a deeply Catholic family 

which heavily influenced her approach to writing. Although both her parents 

were born in the French colonies they retained strong ties with France. Both 

sets of grandparents had returned to the Lot after colonial service.  Her father 

                                                           
1  Colette Yver. Les Cervelines. Paris: Félix Juven, 1903. Cited as (LC) in the text. 
2  Colette Yver. Princesses de science. Paris: Collection Poupre, 1938. Cited as (PS) in the 
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3  Colette Yver. Mirabelle de Pampelune. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1919. Cited as 
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4  Colette Yver. Rose, Madame. Paris: Fayard, 1928. Cited as (RM) in the text. 
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was born in Fort-de-France, Martinique, and her mother, Emilie Aubry was born 

in Guadeloupe but they returned to Brittany where her father later became a 

bureaucrat, receveur de l’Enregistrement in Rouen. The family became 

Rouenaise by adoption and three of Yver’s six siblings were well known in 

Rouen over many years. Although nominally well educated, attending Catholic 

schools in Rouen, Yver had been restricted in her reading and had only been 

allowed books deemed suitable for young Catholic girls.5 After her father’s 

death when she was eleven years old her mother encouraged her writing as 

from a young age she often dictated stories to her older brother who became 

the painter, Edouard de Bergevin.6 Her sister, Marguerite Guillaume, wrote 

children’s stories under the name Hélène Avril and Yver wrote her first novel for 

children at seventeen years of age while preparing for her brevet supérieur. Her 

widowed mother took the manuscript to Mégard, a publisher, in Rouen and after 

a few weeks’ wait was delighted to have it accepted for publication.7 It appeared 

in 1893 for La Bibliothèque morale de la jeunesse.8 She had at least a further 

six novels accepted between the ages of seventeen and twenty-four. She 

continued to write prolifically – novels, hagiographies and essays – and in 1901, 

Armand Colin published a collection of her stories for young girls called La 

Pension du Sphinx which was extremely popular.9 In 1903 with the publication 

of La Bergerie by Felix Juven, she met Auguste Huzard. He was a translator at 

Juven’s whom she married the same year.10 Later that year, Colette Yver’s first 

adult novel Les Cervelines was published. Ironically, Huzard averred that he 

had married Yver because of the content of this novel.11 Subsequently, he had 

a great educational effect on her reading by introducing her to the work of 

Gustave Flaubert, Guy de Maupassant and especially Emile Zola whom she 

saw as a model for her writing. Huzard encouraged and mentored Yver in her 

early writing career. The reason for Colette Yver’s use of a nom de plume for 

all her work, both fiction and articles, is uncertain but Michel Manson in an article 
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featuring her juvenile writing says she had a favourite cat named Colette and 

she was attracted to the name Yver by a sign in a shop window.12 

 

The education of girls had been a significant issue in French politics since the 

revolution of 1848 and throughout the latter part of the nineteenth-century. A 

long line of proponents, such as Jules Ferry, Jules Simon, Victor Duruy and 

Camille Sée had gradually improved possibilities for the academic education for 

girls as many politicians felt that the influence of the church had held back 

modern education in France in comparison to England and Germany. In order 

to study for the liberal professions, girls had to obtain a baccalauréat. It was 

therefore necessary to give them a secondary education equal to that of their 

male counterparts, as girls’ education was previously guided by expectations of 

a future domestic role. Although compulsory education for girls had begun much 

earlier, parity was specifically achieved with the Camille Sée law of 1880 which 

established lycées for girls and the École normale supérieure in Sèvres in 1881. 

However this was only nationally applied gradually as enough qualified teachers 

for girls became available.13 Then, having nearly the same standard of lycée 

education, limited professional educational opportunities for women were 

increased so they were able to practice medicine and law amongst other 

professions, and advance to managerial positions in commerce and in the 

education sector. 

 

In addition to the debate on education, the Belle Epoque was a period in France 

where women’s rights and their position in society were intensely argued in 

newspapers and journals. Slight advances in career opportunities coincided with 

demands from a variety of feminist organisations for improved legal and political 

rights for women which in turn led to further questioning of women’s identity in 

the limited traditional role of la mère-éducatrice. There is no doubt that many 

men saw the need to improve education for bourgeois girls in order that they  

become rational, discerning wives and mothers, however, they did not campaign 

for educated women to assume vital positions in public life; education should 
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reflect and reinforce sexual differences. Rather, they proposed that women 

should remain in the private sphere in order to improve the quality of their own 

children’s education, both academically and morally.14 Often, having a career 

meant that women had to choose to sacrifice marriage, which is the main theme 

of Colette Yver’s two early adult novels discussed in this study. 

 

During the years leading up to the Great War, bourgeois women were slowly 

infiltrating the liberal professions and Colette Yver was one of the first women 

novelists to write about middle class/bourgeois women working in the previously 

male only professions of medicine, law and education. Remunerated work for 

bourgeois girls was also offered in administration (schools for girls) and in 

commerce where clerical work was increasingly seen as ‘women’s work.’ For 

some bourgeois women paid work was often necessary as a replacement for 

the lack of a dowry. Certainly, the rise of women in the professions was a cause 

of both disquiet and excitement in French society, which was apprehensive 

about the growing role of women in public life. 

 

Male politicians felt that the reality of ambitious working women threatened the 

social order and all the comforts that were afforded men by a cultivated 

homemaker. In early twentieth-century France, this emerging New Woman, la 

femme nouvelle, benefited from slightly fewer social restraints by being allowed 

to participate in some sport but the demand for “the right to work” was growing.15 

Charity work also encouraged women to participate in activities outside the 

domestic sphere which gave them more visibility in the public arena. Notably, 

working class women had already achieved a certain freedom as they often 

worked in the home doing piecework or in small enterprises so that they were 

still able to care for children. As McMillan points out, women in these situations 

had long negotiated conditions in regard to wages and work in local 

communities.16 Historian Julie Fette explains that women’s rise in the law and 

medical professions was generally opposed by most male practitioners but was 

aided by the French State with the advent of free education. 17 In early twentieth-
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century France law and medicine were practiced mainly by men of independent 

means so free education not only opened the way for women but for men of the 

lower classes as well. The professions feared ‘overcrowding’ but in fact this only 

occurred in Paris, as provincial areas were badly served with few lawyers and 

doctors throughout the era of the Third Republic. In addition, as medical studies 

became more scientific, French doctors consolidated their hold as the arbiters 

of health and sexual expertise. However folk medicine nonetheless retained an 

influential place as shown by Marcelle Tinayre’s portrayal of Jaquine in La 

Maison du péché. 

 

According to Germaine Brée: “Women reigned officially in sophisticated Paris 

circles; women were cast in the glamorous role of objets d’art. But their position 

was not conducive to achievement in any real sense.”18 For champions of 

womens’ rights social reform encompassed more than political suffrage.  

Inequality in career opportunities was a significant topic as women attempted to 

combine a profession with family life. The female characters in Les Cervelines 

and Princesses de science contribute substantial evidence of women’s changing 

expectations in French society. The significance of these pioneering 

experiences have been under estimated as important cultural illustrations. 

Feminist historian Jean Rabaut summarises the situation succinctly: 

Les femmes de la bonne société elles-mêmes ont encore une autre 
raison d’aller au travail extérieur ; la défense contre le désœuvrement 
combinée avec l’intérêt matériel. Les travaux de la maison ressortent 
toujours davantage de l’industrie ; l’éducation des enfants se fait de 
plus en plus par l’école; les salons ne peuvent que perdre de leur 
pouvoir et de leur rayonnement. C’est donc un choix : accepter le 
parasitisme et la perte de sa “propre valeur morale et économique” 
ou retrouver hors du foyer un champ d’action. En outre, notre 
bourgeoise, ce qu’elle fabriquait à la maison, elle doit maintenant 
l’acheter. Toutes les raisons se conjuguent pour la pousser vers 
l’occupation rémunérée.19 

 
This clear assessment of the situation before the Great War applies equally to 

the female characters in Yver’s early adult novels. Some women were no longer 

content to be only the manager of the home, relegated to the private sphere, but 

needed to use their education and talents for recognition in the public, external 
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sphere of French society. Plainly, not only were they to struggle to receive an 

equal education but also to obtain an equal professional training and recognition, 

only on marrying to be expected to abandon their hard won position at work and 

retire in order to have a family and look after their husband. But such dilemmas 

are not reflected in the stereotypes of women of this era. 

 

Careers for women was an unusual and controversial topic for a novel in 1903, 

as marriage and motherhood were still seen by the majority of bourgeois French 

society to be the ultimate goal for respectable women. For many others, however 

a profession was a better alternative to an arranged marriage with or without a 

dowry.20 Opposition to a stifling marriage and hypocrisy was epitomised in the 

early play by the Norwegian Henrik Ibsen, A Doll’s House, in which Nora leaves 

her autocratic husband to satisfy her need for respect, independence and work 

outside the home.21 Although not performed in France until 1894 when it was 

met with a cool reception, this early feminist play encompassed many aspects 

of work and female autonomy that Yver challenges in the two novels analysed 

here. Her theme for the first two novels I will discuss arose from the career/family 

obligation dilemma as young bourgeois women struggled to manage their career 

ambitions within marriage or the need to consider forgoing marriage to have a 

career. It is salutary to investigate the unique characteristics invested in her 

portrayals of female protagonists in the work environment as one of the earliest 

exposés of the perceived conflict between feminisms and femininity. Colette 

Yver’s early representations of women in Les Cervelines and Princesses de 

science also differ from those of Marcelle Tinayre in the same period, in that 

Yver centres her novels on women protagonists for whom there is an impasse 

in relationships because of their chosen life-paths and careers, not their desire 

for freedom in relationships. In Yver’s two novels, her depictions of women are 

paradoxically optimistic and forward looking but also illustrate the hurdles 

women had to overcome early in the new century in professional milieus such 

as hospitals and schools. The array of female characters in Les Cervelines and 

Princesses de science depict relatively uncommon models of womanhood in 

French society as public career and intellectual pursuits contrast unfavourably 
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with the apparent private contentment within the ‘natural’ sphere of marriage and 

children. It is realist fiction with the main protagonists as bourgeois women in a 

wide variety of situations as professional writers, doctors and teachers. 

Women’s intellectual ability challenges men in their professional lives and often 

surpassed them through hard work and passion for their projects. This New 

Woman thereby disturbed the accepted patriarchal concept of French society 

that men had enjoyed for several decades so women’s attempts to combine both 

a career and marriage were fraught with practical and emotional difficulties as 

will be shown by Yver’s portrayals in these two novels. 

 

In Les Cervelines, the term cerveline, which Colette Yver coined, is 

conceptualized by the male characters and has a negative connotation about 

intellectual women and is applied by male characters to women who are clever 

and attractive but who have aspirations to work in a professional field. The term 

implies that these women lack femininity, by which men mean the desire to love 

a man devotedly and unselfishly, an essential feminine quality in men’s eyes to 

the exclusion of extraneous ie work situations. Men perceive these women to 

constitute a grave threat to them as they are now challenged, both privately in 

relationships and publicly in a professional capacity. Cerveline has obvious 

connections with cerveau, the word for the brain in French, and has latterly been 

translated by scholars such as historian Juliette Rogers as “brainy”22 and by 

Elizabeth Badinter as “eggheads.”23 I suggest that ‘intelligent’ and/or ‘gifted’ has 

a more positive connotation and appears to be a less condemnatory translation, 

which I feel is more in keeping with Yver’s theme in the novel. The novels give 

rise to new questions for fictional heroines. How to combine career and 

marriage? Rogers asserts they are not simply romance novels as categorised 

by Holmes24 Waelti Walters25 and Goldberg.26 She goes further in her analysis 

as her study is not confined to personal relationships, but incorporates 

professional women and their career aspirations with personal life. 

 

                                                           
22  Juliette Rogers 19 (2007) 9. 
23  Elizabeth Badinter. Mother Love. Myth and Reality. Motherhood in Modern History. New York: 

Macmillan, 1981. 231.(Her own translation) 
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The women protagonists have vision beyond the confines of domesticity in Les 

Cervelines. The cerveline is defined by one of the main male characters, Dr Jean 

Cécile. In a conversation with his colleague, Dr Paul Tisserel, Dr Jean Cécile 

expresses his reservations and fears about these cervelines and states that he 

is not afraid of “vigoureuses personnes militantes” (LC9) but he is afraid of these 

charming, educated women who want to be independent, to be responsible for 

themselves but who appear to have no heart. These women are not bas-bleus 

but intelligent and attractive. Cécile avers that these “belles petites cervelles” 

(LC9) constitute a grave danger to society because “il y a un bouleversement 

dans l’équilibre des sexes” (LC9-10). However, he feels it is men’s own fault as 

they have lost control over women in the past few years as women have been 

allowed to become more educated and thus have access to the public sphere in 

the liberal professions. 

 

With publication of Les Cervelines, Yver was criticized by contemporary critics 

such as Jean Lionnet who found the term and the concept of the cerveline 

disturbing: 

Mauvais choix [du mot] d’ailleurs, car on comprend mal ce mot, et l’on 
hésite, se demandant s’il s’agit d’anatomie, de pharmacie ou de 
charcuterie. Et le roman ainsi intitulé s’est trouvé être, naturellement, 
un roman peu folâtre, un roman tout psychologique, sans événements 
ou presque, qui doit instruire le lecteur, lui apprendre à connaître 
l’espèce féminine – si j’ose dire – que l’auteur décrit avec une 
conscience d’ethnologue.27 

 
For this early innovative term Colette Yver was sharply criticised as she would 

be later when her attitude changed to advocate more conservative and 

traditional behaviour for bourgeois women during and after the Great War. 

 

Les Cervelines is set first in Paris and later in an imaginary northern provincial 

town, Briois, where in 1903, professional women would have been particularly 

unusual. Dr Paul Tisserel is a hospital doctor and the aforementioned Dr Jean 

Cécile now has a medical practice in the town. The men are old acquaintances, 

having been at the same lycée together. The main female characters in Les 

Cervelines are the three cervelines: Eugénie Lebrun, a writer in Paris; Marceline 
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Rhonans, a research scholar and schoolteacher; and her friend, Dr Jeanne 

Boerk, a brilliant medical pathology intern at the local hospital. In contrast to the 

former three women are Henriette Tisserel, sister and housekeeper to her 

brother, Dr Paul Tisserel and Blanche Bassaing, young daughter of a surgeon 

in Paris. Henriette and Blanche represent the traditional female role in the 

bourgeois French society of the Belle Epoque. The narrative mainly concerns 

Dr Jean Cécile’s search for a suitable wife in exploring his relationships with 

Eugénie Lebrun, Blanche Bassaing, Henriette Tisserel and Marceline Rhonans. 

In parallel to this set of relationships is the relationship between his friend and 

colleague, Dr Paul Tisserel and the young intern, Dr Jeanne Boerk. The novel 

traces the barriers to marriage between intelligent independent women and men 

who do not understand that women may need more in life than simply to care 

for a man. 

 

Eugénie Lebrun is perhaps the epitome of la femme nouvelle of the Belle 

Epoque. A marginalised woman she displays freedom of mind and body having 

found a place for herself to live and work independently. Although not a trained 

professional writer, Eugénie Lebrun at thirty-five is a divorcée earning her own 

living writing plays for wealthy patrons in Paris. It is interesting that Yver portrays 

this successful woman as a playwright, subtly showing the power of words to 

create her own and Eugénie’s professional identities. It also challenges the 

assumption that playwrights are men and emphasises the need at this time for 

a nom de plume. Because of her beautiful home and sophistication, Jean Cécile 

surmises that Eugénie is a courtesan and he is shocked to discover that, on the 

contrary, she is the accomplished playwright, Pierre Fifre. By presuming her to 

be a courtesan, Cécile implies that this is the principal way in which beautiful 

women are able to become independent. Lebrun writes highly praised literary 

work and as his friend Dr Ponard points out that: “elle vous gagne ça comme un 

homme, en quelques traits de plume” (LC21). Despite being an intelligent 

independent writer writing for intellectuals, Eugénie is forced to use a masculine 

name to have her work performed in Paris. By necessity for social and financial 

reasons, women were obliged to make such concessions in order for their 

achievements to be accepted on an equal level with those of men in the 

patriarchal French society of 1903, a situation well understood by Yver who 



112 
 

herself used a nom de plume albeit not a masculine one. This anomaly is also 

raised by Lucie Delarue-Mardus in her 1938 novel L’Ange et les pervers which 

will be discussed in Chapter Four. 

 

Cécile’s misperception of this “douce et innocente femme” (LC31) was not 

exceptional. Eugénie is a divorcée, a status not easily accepted in bourgeois 

society especially if the woman had initiated the divorce. Cécile’s assumption 

reflects the masculine point of view that intelligent women like Eugénie Lebrun, 

who no longer wanted domestic ties and who did not require a husband to 

advance their status, were perceived as a threat to social stability. These women 

were seen as a danger to society’s traditional female roles as they created works 

of literature rather than their ‘natural’ work of the reproduction of children. Mesch 

points out that men’s opposition was because by writing, women changed the 

dynamic between the male as author and woman as subject, “a critical narrative 

device” used in traditional writing.28 The link between prostitution and woman 

writer was that both activities were vices undermining civilization. 

 

Provincial and mediocre, Cécile always feels out of his depth with Eugénie 

Lebrun’s witticisms and although he is intelligent in a studious medical way, he 

is no match for her literary and social flair. He feels inferior to the “élégante 

authoress” (sic) but he quickly reminds himself how she begged for cocaine to 

ease her painful foot (LC22-23). He sees this as her private, feminine weakness 

and it bolsters Cécile’s feeling of professional masculine authority over her, 

despite her public acclaim. That Yver gives him a rather feminine sounding name 

reinforces the reader’s perception of Cécile’s lack of resolve. It also gives Yver’s 

critics ammunition as it may be taken to accentuate ‘weaknesses’ in women 

such as a lack of resolve and a hightened concern with external appearance. 

 

In addition to Eugénie Lebrun’s ease in intellectual and literary circles she shows 

empathy and generous assistance to less fortunate women in society. She 

combines her intellectual ability with conventional feminine attributes. Her 

success does not make her too arrogant to help other women, many of whom 

request her assistance; these include actresses, professors, singers looking for 

                                                           
28  Mesch (2006) 37. 



113 
 

a concert, state employees and aspiring writers with their manuscripts. Eugénie 

always greets them smilingly because “[e]lle les aimait toutes, parce qu’elles 

étaient faibles, parce qu’elles étaient femmes” (LC29). Through Eugénie Lebrun, 

Colette Yver highlights how hard it was for literary women to progress in a male 

dominated society, while also suggesting solutions. Eugénie shows a wealth of 

feminine compassion despite her independence and fame, realizing that women 

helping each other confounds the patriarchal system. In addition, Eugénie 

Lebrun is not vain about her appearance and she often wears the same red 

dress because “chez elle, le désir de plaire était descendu au minimum qu’il peut 

atteindre chez une femme” (LC30). Eugénie Lebrun no longer feels the need to 

dress to attract men which reflects her satisfaction with her appearance and her 

internal confidence. I argue that Colette Yver’s own contemporary view of the 

need to resist patriarchal norms and improve women’s place in society is firmly 

embodied in her portrayal of Eugénie Lebrun as a writer and independent literary 

woman. 

 

By refusing to marry Cécile, Eugénie Lebrun demonstrates the significance of 

her independence. Marriage is not on her agenda and even close friendship is 

valued second to her career as a writer, even though she has to use a male 

pseudonym to have her work performed. Her public career and private freedom 

mean everything to her as now she has a choice of lifestyle because she is 

financially independent.  She only wants friendship. However “en effet [elle est ] 

une des femmes à qui rien n’est savoureux comme une secrète douleur 

masculine” (LC31), in that Eugénie secretly likes the private power she has over 

Cécile because of her previous unhappy marriage. Jean Cécile feels that she is 

toying with him and using him like a character she could write into a play. He is 

furious at her emphatic rejection of his proposal when she tells him that: “Je ne 

suis pas une femme, moi, monsieur Cécile, je suis Pierre Fifre. L’amitié que je 

vous offre, que je vous donne, est bien plus que l’amour” (LC34-35). Her solitude 

and her liberty are paramount: she is now unconcerned with bourgeois societal 

conventions. To Cécile, furious and humiliated that he is unable to convince her 

to marry him: 

Elle lui parut un monstre, une erreur de la nature, cette femme à 
cervelle hypertrophiée, dont les œuvres faisaient le délice d’une élite 
d’hommes, dont le Paris intellectuel raffolait ; penseuse virile, 
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créature d’art, chose d’esprit dont tout l’être tenait entre les deux 
pariétaux (LC44). 

 

In fact, she is an intellectual woman with “sa mentalité puissante” (LC44) and 

although marginalised as a woman writer, she is socially self-sufficient and 

financially independent, the kind of woman Yver realizes men feared. In Cécile’s 

eyes, Eugénie Lebrun is the epitome of the cerveline, the beautiful, intelligent, 

unloving woman disrupting bourgeois society’s rules that keep women without 

social and civil rights, especially in permitting only a limited range of beliefs about 

domestic roles for women. This provocatively subversive point of view was an 

innovation in the novel of 1903 and earned Colette Yver some notoriety amongst 

critics such as Albéric Glady29and have added to the divergence of opinion 

regarding this novel. 

 

After returning to practice in Briois, humiliated in his quest for a wife, Dr Jean 

Cécile asks his mentor, Dr Ponard, in Paris to find him a suitable wife. Arranged 

marriages for financial reasons were still common in the early twentieth century 

in France and were often a source of family friction as bourgeois women became 

more educated and independent. Jean Cécile thinks that what he really wants 

in a wife is a combination of trophy wife and resident housekeeper. He tells Dr 

Ponard: 

Je la voudrais seulement silencieuse, souriante et très jeune. 
Ignorante surtout ! ne sachant rien au monde que s’habiller bien ; une 
toute petite cervelle d’oiseau, incapable de penser plus d’une minute 
(que peut-on bien faire d’une femme qui pense !) et dont je sois le 
mari, mais pas le lecteur (LC113). 

 
When he meets the rather myopic Blanche Bassaing as arranged, he is not 

impressed by her appearance or conversation until she plays the piano, a 

manifestation of traditional feminine accomplishments and social acceptability. 

After the dinner, her father decides Cécile is too provincial and therefore 

unsuitable for his Parisian daughter. Although Cécile again feels humiliated by 

this rebuttal, he is relieved and realizes he only needed to replace his 

manservant who had decamped and Blanche Bassaing did not compare 

favourably with his first love, Eugénie Lebrun either. Ironically, when Dr 

Bassaing dies a few months later, Mme Bassaing appeals to Jean Cécile to 
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marry Blanche as her prospects have greatly diminished with her father’s death. 

He has the satisfaction of refusing her offer as he has already encountered 

Marceline Rhonans through his friend Dr Paul Tisserel. 

 

Jean Cécile’s meeting with Marceline Rhonans, a brilliant research scholar and 

school teacher, appears at first to be the answer to his search for a wife.  She 

appears to offer a less problematic, more balanced relationship. She has a good 

reputation in Briois with her teaching and public lecturing. As previously 

mentioned by 1903 teaching had become a respectable profession for women. 

Furthermore, as Marguerite Durand’s newspaper La Fronde had given women 

opportunities to contribute a variety of texts, women sought to publish fiction and 

non-fiction, travelogues and research papers in the journal as a worthwhile start 

to a literary career. Outwardly, Marceline is an attractive young, ambitious 

cerveline who has definite goals but inwardly she is more complex, and as will 

be shown, vulnerable to male flattery. From the age of fifteen, Marceline has 

worked consistently towards achieving her goal of writing a monumental history 

of the Ancient World. This fascination with history and her ambition have led her 

to her present position as a teacher and unusually for a woman, also to give 

public lectures concerning Ancient Greece at the Hôtel des Sciences, combining 

archaeology with the display of classic Greek clothing. This approach to her 

lectures cleverly links masculine and feminine aspects of the topic, displaying 

Marceline’s erudition but underlining her femininity. She intends to save, be rich 

and then resign from work and travel in order to write history. Importantly, Yver 

reveals that Marceline does not want to explain this too much to anyone as this 

is her private sacred, secret wish, not to be shared as it would be ridiculed as 

too ambitious or too intellectual for a woman, despite her education and talent. 

 

Marceline has the outward attributes of a cerveline, for example in her apparent 

devotion to her teaching: “Elle lutta encore deux années, puis par l’agrégation, 

fut nommée professeur dans une école normale de province, et enfin vint à 

Briois, dont le lycée féminin, le plus brillant de France, requérait l’éclat d’une 

personne telle” (LC71). Her former professor has faith in her ability and 

encourages her but her parents are not at all happy with her working for a living: 

“Il leur paraissait avant tout intolérable que leur enfant travaillât pour vivre, et ils 
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demandaient à cor et à cri le pourquoi de cette énormité” (LC71). She has 

removed the ‘de’ from her name which has upset her father, a staunch 

monarchist who complains that education and work have tarnished Marceline 

“et sa pieuse mère crut qu’elle les déshonorerait tous en entrant dans ces lieux 

de mauvais ton” (LC71). They fear that Marceline brings the family into disrepute 

by being associated with paid work despite her intelligence and dedication. 

 

Before coming to Briois, Marceline had previously refused two or three marriage 

proposals set up by her parents. She is seen as a socially desirable bride despite 

her lack of a large dowry. Initially she says: “Le mariage ne m’est pas possible” 

(LC69) because she wants to prove that in spite of her mediocre dowry she can 

pursue her dream of earning her living as an historian. A husband would only be 

a hindrance at this stage of her life. (LC71). Later, unbeknown to Jean Cécile, 

she tells Jeanne Boerk, her friend, that: “Le mariage, ma chère, est bon pour les 

hommes…” (LC74) as she is more cynical about the long term benefits of 

marriage for women. Already most of her friends have been let down by their 

husbands despite the early romance of marriage. She is not really pretty but “en 

elle [sont] mille choses gracieuses” (LC68). As well she is “frêle, vêtue de noir, 

portant en arrière de ses bandeaux bruns un canotier uni, comme les saints leur 

nimbe” (LC1). It is important to observe that although she is feared as a cerveline 

by Dr Jean Cécile, she is nonetheless seductive and attractive to him and to the 

audience at the lectures. She is very feminine despite her intellectual ability, the 

antithesis of the bas-bleu. It is this combination that the male characters fear, 

the cold controlled beauty that appears not to want give up her independence to 

love a man in a subservient manner. In fact some intelligent women do want a 

loving relationship and marriage but on mutually beneficial terms which had 

been demonstrated by the much publicised marriage between Marie and Pierre 

Curie in women’s magazines such as La Vie heureuse and Femina.30 

 

Despite all her ability and ambition, there is another more delicate and complex 

side to twenty-six year old Marceline. She has decorated her apartment very 

elegantly: “[L]e salon (…) était plein d’une fraîcheur agréable” (LC61). But the 
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main thing that gives the room importance is the presence of its creator:  

“[C]’était la présence de la puissante âme féminine qui y regnait ; âme de 

savante et âme de jeune fille en même temps, dont personne n’avait jamais 

mesuré l’étrange profondeur” (LC61-62). In line with the serious attitude she has 

to her work each piece of furniture has been chosen carefully. Her office has a 

lawyer’s desk and is sparsely furnished “ou tout était sacrifié à la commodité du 

labeur cerebral. Tout ce qui était encore en elle intime, mystère, et femme, se 

refoulait, se remisait, comme accessoires encombrant, dans sa chambre” 

(LC62-63). But there is a part of the apartment, her bedroom, which is never 

shown to friends where she has a picture of her mother surrounded by flowers 

and on her bed rests a pillow where she cries tears of loneliness (LC63). 

 

This juxtaposition of external elegance and inner isolation is one of the 

challenges faced by the so-called cerveline, well understood by Colette Yver. 

The contrast between the charming surroundings she has created for her public 

life and the difficulty of having an ambitious career forces her to conceal her 

loneliness and sadness in private. She finds comfort in her religion, which to her 

is “cette opération mystérieuse” (LC65) which she cannot explain but which is 

“comme l’amour” (LC65). Dr Jean Cécile is attracted to her as she is elegant 

and clever and he admires her intelligent and interesting lectures but soon 

Cécile shows his true character and becomes aggressive with Marceline when 

she is unable to help in Dr Paul Tisserel’s pursuit of Jeanne Boerk, the reason 

for which will be clarified later. In reality, he does not value her honesty and 

“éprouvait un étrange besoin de dominer et de malmener” (LC176), a very 

similar characteristic shared with Dr Fernand Guéméné in Princesses de 

science.  He is no longer captivated by her aura at the lectures. Her cleverness 

and attitude remind him of his failed relationship with Eugénie Lebrun. Realising 

he has practically forgotten her in just six months, he quickly glosses over the 

comparison and tries to dominate Marceline, demanding to know if she is a 

cerveline. She replies: “Je ne suis pas une Cerveline” (LC236), realizing that she 

has given in to love against all her previously held ideas of scholarly life, “la 

concession suprême de ses altières théories” (LC236). She is no longer a 

cerveline, now being susceptible to Jean Cécile’s professed affection. They 

correspond for a week, neither really being truthful in their letters. Marceline, 
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overwhelmed by such unexpected emotion, looks for a cerebral aspect to these 

feelings but Cécile has to contend with parental pressure. 

 

Ultimately, the relationship fails as his parents are opposed to this marriage. As 

an only child and despite his professional training, Jean Cécile is afraid of his 

parents’ rejection with their reaction to Marceline. In contrast to Marceline, Jean 

Cécile needs his parents’ approval and does not have the strength of character 

or deep enough feelings for Marceline to defy his parents who do not approve 

of Marceline despite her intelligence and her elegance. For this conservative 

family of merchants she is unsuitable by being too ‘public,’ she works and she 

smokes cigarettes, all of which challenge the traditional view of feminine 

behaviour in 1903. She is perceived as a danger as the bourgeois family 

structure has to remain unsullied by woman with a career. If Jean is to be 

“[m]édecin établi et de clientèle riche, il ne pouvait avoir pour femme une 

institutrice” (sic) (LC269) despite her aristocratic background. They think she will 

make their son unhappy without her work. Jean Cécile cannot overcome their 

fears by making compromises so that Marceline can continue her work. 

Marceline is deeply upset by this rejection but has plans to go abroad to do her 

research. In this she is a role model to the readers as a teacher and researcher. 

This vulnerable cerveline has an unconventional remedy for her rejection; 

continue with her work and travel. Marceline remains true to her ambition but no 

doubt given the open ending of the novel she would under other circumstances, 

marry someone less conservative who would enable her to have both marriage 

and a career, unlike Dr Jeanne Boerk. By contrast, it is Dr Jeanne Boerk’s 

repudiation of any relationship with Dr. Paul Tisserel that constitutes the most 

consummate portrait of the cerveline in this novel. 

 

Dr Jeanne Boerk, a brilliant medical pathology intern at the local hospital, is also 

an attractive young woman. Despite her provincial and implied peasant origins, 

she has become a hospital intern as she is ambitious, robust and highly 

motivated, all qualities admired in male doctors. Dr Boerk, because of her 

medical ability and commanding looks, is proud and confident and is described 

by Dr Jean Cécile as one of “ces femmes-là [qui] sont des êtres auxquels il ne 

faut pas s’attacher” (LC 8), the type of woman of whom he is afraid, as shown 
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by his failed relationship with Eugénie Lebrun. Jeanne is not a plain dowdy bas 

bleu but an extremely clever and striking woman. Confident in her judgment and 

professional in her dealing with patients, in her outward appearance she 

resembles more an adolescent than a woman but with a seductive laugh which 

shows off her teeth and red lips. She also has a sense of humour and is not 

above teasing the male doctors. However, for professional reasons “le maître et 

l’élève vivaient sur un pied de camaraderie très stricte (…) Ils avaient adopté 

d’un accord inconscient, ce genre quasi fraternel dont ils ne se départaient 

jamais, parce que c’était (…) le seul qui fût de bon gout entre eux” (LC54). 

Jeanne Boerk knows the importance of retaining a professional distance from 

her professor. She does not wish to be accused of using her gender to court 

favours in a profession consisting mainly of men. Dr Jeanne Boerk, 

“campagnarde intelligente” (LC67), loves all aspects of her work as a doctor. 

She is not the type to faint at the sight of blood or during an autopsy: 

Elle s’amusait à l’extrême d’être médecin ; elle ne se lassait pas de 
son incessante poursuite contre le mal, (…) avec une activité sagace 
et réfléchie, abstraction faite de l’être humain servant de champ de 
bataille, car elle n’était ni sensible ni nerveuse (LC67). 

 

She is dedicated to her vocation. She is curious to know why a woman with such 

a passion should be asked to give up all her training and satisfaction at work to 

be at home with a man and be a mother. She asks: “Était-ce bien à cette femme 

qu’on pouvait demander de fonder un foyer, de se donner à un homme et d’être 

mère?” (LC67). Yver shows that women could choose their preferred lifestyle if 

they have the means of earning a living after suitable professional training. 

Jeanne is passionate about her work and explains to Marceline that she could 

never marry Dr Paul Tisserel. Badinter’s assertion that she is too brilliant and 

that her ambition is overweening is in fact Tisserel’s opinion of Jeanne Boerk 

(LC4).31 She is not impressed by him professionally or romantically and says 

regarding him: “Il en est bête parfois, le pauvre garçon” (LC66). With clear 

insight, she knows she is cleverer than he is and realizes that it would be a poor 

basis for marriage as she explains to Marceline: 

(…) je ne veux pas renoncer à mon métier : (…) car je suis plus forte 
que lui, soit dit sans offenser ce brave Tisserel. Dix fois, vingt fois 
déjà je l’ai surpris en erreur, diagnostiquant mal, hésitant, oublieux, 
perdant la tête. Tant que nous sommes étrangers, je m’en amuse ; 

                                                           
31  Badinter (1981) 231. 
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mais comprenez-vous, ma chère, cette rivalité entre mari et femme ? 
(...) puis il deviendrait envieux de moi, et ce serait tout à fait bête 
(LC67-68). 

 
But le maître Tisserel not only sees Jeanne Boerk as attractive for her medical 

prowess but for her unusual femininity.  By contrast, she appears to Cécile as 

“mi-homme, mi-femme, en même temps jolie et virile, gracieuse et sans-gêne” 

(LC59). Jeanne is not sophisticated: “[I]l y avait en elle ce mélange de savoir et 

de rusticité ; la niaiserie campagnarde qui affleurait au-dessus de l’intelligence” 

(LC55). Her provincial origins are pounced on by Cécile when Jeanne tells him 

that Marceline’s wonderful article is only worth the two sous she paid for the Petit 

Briochin, the local newspaper. He is shocked that Jeanne Boerk does not realise 

that ‘only two sous worth’ is a derogatory comment. It confirms his poor opinion 

of her intelligence whereas she perceives her remark to be a compliment to the 

brilliance of the article. Nonetheless, Jeanne’s medical training overcomes her 

provincial origins. Neither her background nor her lack of sophistication can 

deter her from her pursuit of a medical career and her ability to rise to the 

pinnacle in her chosen profession as “elle avait trop conscience de soi, de sa 

nature, pour éprouver le besoin de rien emprunter aux castes qui n’étaient pas 

la sienne. Elle ne devait pas chercher à changer”(sic) (LC106). 

 

Despite her perceived lack of sophistication, she reacts calmly and 

professionally when Paul Tisserel becomes very emotional about his sister’s 

illness. He begs Jeanne to see his sister, Henriette Tisserel, as a patient, hoping 

that her pity for his sister will encourage her interest in him. It does not. She 

reluctantly agrees to visit Henriette but realistically knows she cannot do more 

medically than he has already done for her. However, she feels very out of place 

in the elegant home as she has not experienced a comfortable bourgeois life: 

“Elle se sentait un peu désorientée en approchant de cette jeune fille du monde, 

d’un monde très fermé pour elle qui n’avait été, jusqu'à treize ans, qu’une fille 

de fermiers. Il était toujours demeuré en elle un peu de la gamine rude 

d’autrefois” (LC106). Jeanne is taken aback at how the visit affects her and she 

is also surprised at how the bourgeoisie live, so elegantly, even in a sick room. 

“[E]lle demeurait surprise, regardant complaisamment cette vision nouvelle de 

malade élégante, le cou fin et long parmi les dentelles, l’aristocratie même de 

l’abandon au lit” (LC108). The surroundings do not influence her conduct with 
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Henriette or Paul. She has the grace to lie gently to Henriette as she can see 

how anguished and ill she is. Jeanne remains calm, compassionate but 

detached in order to be an objective diagnostician: 

Sa force et son autorité rayonnaient maintenant ; elle n’était plus ni 
la campagnarde, ni l’étudiante garçonnière et fruste, ni la fille rude 
qu’on aime en vain, ni la femme d’exception de qui les yeux ont tout 
vu de la misère humaine ; elle était la Science (LC109). (…) Elle ne 
sut trouver ni le sourire d’artifice du médecin exercé près du malade, 
ni la phrase gaie qui le trompe et le console (LC110). 

 
Subsequently, Jeanne Boerk’s antipathy towards Paul Tisserel is compounded 

when he reports a fellow student intern to the hospital chief on her behalf. She 

feels that although she is disadvantaged by being a woman intern she is quite 

capable of defending herself. Tisserel’s interference makes her decide to leave 

his service sector and move to another service area in the children’s hospital. 

She realises Tisserel’s continued unwanted attention could damage her future 

career in the hospital setting; women doctors had to be seen to be above 

reproach in their dealings with men, especially other doctors, and this is well 

conveyed by Yver. As mentioned earlier, Dr Jean Cécile unsuccessfully pleads 

Dr Paul Tisserel’s case by asking Marceline to encourage Jeanne to accept 

Paul’s feelings. Marceline has no doubt about the sincerity of Paul’s feelings but 

she tells Cécile: “Jeanne Boerk n’est pas une femme semblable à une autre 

femme, monsieur ; les conditions de sa vie en font un être d’exception ; c’est si 

vous voulez, une femme savante” (LC175). Cécile is irritated and annoyed and 

feels that she could if she really wanted to but Marceline thinks for a moment, 

and then replies: “Elle n’a pas le temps !” (LC175). 

 

Nor does Henriette Tisserel have time. She has developed consumption and 

after some months, dies as no curative treatment is available. The novel 

concludes with her funeral attended by Jeanne Boerk and Marceline Rhonans. 

Her death may be seen as a metaphor for the ending of traditional bourgeois 

roles for women; there is no future for traditional Henriette but the cervelines 

have a choice. Although Yver leaves the future ambiguous and inconclusive, 

Eugénie Lebrun, Marceline Rhonan and Jeanne Boerk, by virtue of their 

education and training, are able to choose the direction of their lives. This idea 

was not welcomed by certain critics such as the anonymous ‘X’, who displays 
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his narrow attitude to woman’s writing and the message it conveys to the reader 

by remarking: 

Et là se cache l’erreur de Colette Yver et des toutes les femmes qui 
présentement combattent le féminisme. D’abord son héroïne est un 
type d’exception : inaptitude des romancières à concevoir une idée 
générale. Surtout elle est tombée dans l’erreur éternelle : l’égalité de 
la femme et de l’homme confondue avec leur identité.32 
 

The whole article decries women as authors and refutes their ability to write 

convincingly about anything other than ‘feminine’ interests. 

 

From the reading of this Belle Epoque novel, it would seem that despite men’s 

criticisms of the rise of independent professional women, women writers 

continued to write about women’s opportunities to come into their own in 

careers.33 This novel contributes significant evidence of women’s diverse 

experiences in French society. These roles have previously been under 

scrutinized. Although many of Yver’s novels are out of print and hard to locate, 

Rogers emphasises their literary value in that efforts by individual authors to 

create narrative structures and fictional protagonists that altered historical and 

social perceptions of Belle Epoque women professionals are important reasons 

for reappraising the representation of women in this novel. Rogers further 

suggests that they are a link between nineteenth-century and modern innovative 

manipulation of genre meaning that the novels of career development do not all 

follow the same pattern. They have literary merit in their innovation and 

execution.34 The success of Les Cervelines encouraged Yver to continue with a 

similar theme in a different setting, that of a Parisian hospital in her more 

celebrated novel Princesses de science which was awarded the La Vie 

heureuse prize in 1907. 

 

At first glance it may be said that as a novelist Yver evolves from advocating 

progress for women to condemning their progress as shown in the 

representation of women in Princesses de science. However, Colette Yver’s 

portrayal of women is much more diverse and nuanced than the apparently 

                                                           
32  X. “Une nouvelle romancière. Colette Hyver.”(sic) La Liberté d’opinion. April-May 1907. 92-

95. 94. 
33  Juliette Rogers (2007). 
34  Juliette Rogers (2007) 9. 
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linear trajectory stated by critics and as such, cannot be easily categorized.35 

Princesses de science addresses similar questions about women’s lives to Les 

Cervelines but with less optimistic results for the heroine which, I believe, has 

led some critics to label the novel anti-feminist in its broadest sense, in the 

outcome as the main female protagonist has to give up her ambitions to save a 

failing relationship. However, the female protagonists mirror the bourgeois social 

mores during a period of flux in France which were indeed complex and 

challenging for women with the education to pursue a career outside the home. 

Yver’s novel engages in critiquing these mores and showing a range of women 

attempting to have careers in the medical profession. 

 

Princesses de science is dedicated to Dr Antoine Florand at the Hôpital 

Lariboisière. A celebrated doctor and medical researcher in Paris during the 

Belle Epoque, Florand is presumably the source of medical information about 

patients and their illnesses discussed in the novel. It was written in 1907, about 

thirty-five years after the first French woman doctor, Madeleine Brés, qualified 

in Paris in 1875. Foreign women had, in fact, been the first women to qualify in 

France as they were not required to have the baccalauréat to study at university. 

Interestingly, Marie Curie was only allowed to give a university course to medical 

students for the first time in 1906, the year before this novel was published. The 

women protagonists represent a wide range of French social attitudes from the 

doctors to the chamber maid, Rose. In portraying these women Yver shows a 

deep comprehension of the social expectations in French society in the early 

years of the twentieth-century, but it is the four women medical doctors, Thérèse 

Herlinge, Dina Skaroff, Jeanne Adeline and Mme Lancelevée, who represent 

most clearly different aspects of the conflict experienced by bourgeois women 

endeavouring to combine a professional career and a private life. It is the 

comments and subsequent actions of three women, Mme Lancelevée, an 

unmarried senior consultant, Dina Skaroff, a Russian woman medical student, 

and Dr Jeanne Adeline, a married family doctor with four children, that contrast 

with those of the Princess of Science, Thérèse Herlinge, a clever medical intern, 

only daughter of a well known Professor and Chief of Staff at the Hôtel Dieu in 

Paris. 

                                                           
35  Juliette Rogers (2007) 10. 
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Thérèse has grown up in a home where her mother has become submerged in 

the personality of a great man (PS36). Thérèse does not want that sort of life as 

“[s]a vie de riche héritière parisienne s’écoulait monotone. La futilité l’en 

désespérait” (PS37). Courage and persistence enable Thérèse to persuade her 

parents to allow her to train as a doctor. Showing intelligence, perseverance and 

strength of character, she remains polite and charming to her mother’s friends 

at their rather vacuous soirées despite much preferring the dinners at which 

medicine and philosophy were discussed by her father’s colleagues. Seeing 

Thérèse’s unflagging determination her parents grudgingly relent to allow her to 

study medicine. Initially, Mme Herlinge is not enthusiastic about her daughter’s 

choice of career but she is now delighted with Thérèse’s success and supports 

her behind the scenes in domestic matters. She, herself, is devoted to the 

professional and social advancement of her husband (PS38) and represents an 

earlier cohort of women with no ambition outside the foyer. Thérèse refers to her 

as “la pauvre maman” (PS38), showing she understands the generational divide 

between them, and yet she is grateful to her mother for her care. It is with this 

relationship that one has an insight into women’s lives across the generations, 

but notably are very different to that of Mme de Chanteprie and Augustin in La 

Maison du péché. There is great affection between Thérèse and her father, who 

is now justifiably proud of his daughter’s qualifications and dedication to her 

medical career as it also reflects on him and his position at the hospital. 

 

Thérèse, totally absorbed by her studies, is surprised, excited and rather 

dismayed by a proposal of marriage from a former fellow student, Dr Fernand 

Guéméné. Although already twenty-five years old, she has not contemplated 

love and marriage before this proposal, being totally intent on a career in medical 

research. The dialogue between Thérèse and Fernand in the opening chapter 

clearly sets out the vast differences in their future expectations of work and life 

together. No longer a student, he is the local general practitioner, a médecin de 

quartier, who wants a wife to come home to after a long day of consultations. 

Thérèse, who has spent many years training and now has a prestigious position 

as an intern at the Hôtel Dieu, cannot believe Fernand wants her to give up her 

ambition and training to care for him alone. He tells her that: 

[V]ous demeurez encore trop étudiante pour etre femme, 
complètement. Peu à peu, l’amour tuera l’étudiante en vous, et, à 



125 
 

l’heure où s’épanouira votre âme féminine, vous comprendrez enfin 
pourquoi je réclame de vous le don absolu, sans réticence, sans 
arrière-pensée. Bien plus, vous en éprouverez le désir, la soif, 
comme une vraie femme ! (PS12). (Emphasis in original). 

 
Thérèse is astounded as she feels she is a real woman retorting: “Mais je le 

suis, je pense, et intégralement, puisque j’ai conquis toute l’intellectualité 

possible ! La demi-femme est celle dont le cerveau reste atrophié” (PS12). 

Fernand explains his idea of marriage at length, culminating with the implied 

warning: “Je suis un homme et un homme normal, je la veux pour moi seul. Je 

ne partagerai pas ma femme avec tout le monde… Ha ! ha ! ha ! le mari de la 

doctoresse, ce serait charmant !” (PS12). With this discussion Thérèse should 

have taken more heed of Fernand’s views as they represent the traditional view 

of a woman’s role in marriage in early twentieth-century France. Despite her 

misgivings, Thérèse is flattered and quite moved by Fernand’s declaration of 

love but her mother is not enthusiastic about the marriage as she does not think 

Fernand Guéméné is good enough, either socially or professionally, for her only 

daughter. She would, in fact, prefer her to be like the celebrated doctor Mme 

Lancelevée: “[I]l ne paraissait pas illogique à madame Herlinge que Thérèse 

imitât la grande doctoresse.” (PS39) 

 

After much discussion about the progression of her career, Thérèse eventually 

agrees to marry Fernand with the proviso that she will be able to continue her 

research as a doctor at the Hôtel Dieu in Paris. Thérèse makes it abundantly 

clear before the marriage that this is what she needs to do as she has the 

makings of a brilliant career. After some months of indecision on both their parts, 

Fernand is very reluctant to agree to this as he wants her “pour lui même” (PS12) 

but if this is the only way to achieve his aim, he reluctantly agrees. They marry 

and Thérèse is extremely happy and sure that the marriage will be all that they 

both want but Fernand is torn between admiration for his clever wife and 

jealousy of her ability to mix in medical discussions with the most eminent 

consultants. (Her father, as the chief of staff leads famous clinical rounds which 

students come from far and wide to attend). 

 

The marriage not only surprises her family but their colleagues and friends who 

display a range of contemporary attitudes. Most significant is Mme Lancelevée  
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the cold, ambitious thirty-four year old consultant doctor who for the sake of her 

career is content to have a liaison with a divorced male colleague. When asked 

if she had attended Thérèse’s wedding she replies encapsulating her philosophy 

that as a successful female doctor she remains unmarried because for her: 

le celibat des doctoresses,(…) [est] un principe extrêmement simple 
et rationnel, que je professe ouvertement devant toutes les jeunes 
étudiantes. Ouvertement aussi serais-je allée à l’encontre de mon 
principe, si j’avais assisté au mariage de l’une d’elles : c’est pourquoi 
je me suis abstenue. Je lui souhaite néanmoins tout le bonheur 
possible, sachant bien, hélas ! qu’elle ne le trouvera pas (PS56). 

 
She is critical of Thérèse because she avers that if she really loved her husband 

passionately she would give up her career and she predicts that within five years 

they will be divorced. Yver shows that women were not necessarily supportive 

of one another in the attempt to have a career and family life, which reflects the 

diverse views of women’s groups in the period. Mme Lancelevée has chosen to 

be free and is happy without the commitment of marriage (PS58). This view is 

opposed by the surgeon, Artout, who although unmarried himself encourages 

women doctors (PS57). He wonders : “la femme-médecin doit-elle être une 

vierge-penseuse?” (PS59). He secretely thinks “le cas social de ces créatures 

nouvelles serait donc : Ni mari, ni enfants ?...” (sic) (PS59). This is borne out by 

his thoughts about Dr Jeanne Adeline, a married doctor who struggles to look 

after her four children. She was a respected midwife who decided to become a 

doctor to improve her family’s prospects. She would have preferred to do 

research but had to give that up fifteen years prior as her husband had become 

an alcoholic. Now she struggles as a médecin du quartier to keep the family 

together. It is rumoured that Jeanne Adeline’s devotion to her career caused her 

husband’s alcoholism, a rumour reflecting the notion that women cannot have 

both a career and a happy marriage. I would argue that Yver realistically 

suggests that it is men’s inability to adapt to a changing society as a more likely 

cause of M. Adeline’s alcoholism. Later Jeanne Adeline calls on Thérèse in an 

emergency as her son has been burnt by boiling water. As Thérèse cares for 

the boy she has an important conversation with Jeanne Adeline’s daughter who 

is desperately keen to be a doctor as well. Her mother has been a great success 

in her eyes and she wants to follow her example. This representation of role 

models for future women professionals is an integral part of this novel about 

professional development for women. 
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However, for Thérèse, the most shocking criticism of her need to work comes 

from her young Russian colleague, Dina Skaroff, who is quite content to have 

given up her hard won career to marry a rich, French doctor. She tells Thérèse: 

“J’ai des idées bourgeoises sur le mariage” (PS83). However, her circumstances 

are totally different to Thérèse’s. She is a poor émigré who faces years of 

economic deprivation and this marriage is an easier option for her than earning 

her own living as a doctor. With Dina Skaroff’s apparently selfless action and 

despite his love and admiration for Thérèse, Fernand feels more humiliated that 

she will not give up her work for him (PS112). Ironically, Fernand’s main reason 

for wanting to marry Thérèse in the first place was because he, as a fellow 

student, had loved and admired her calm nature and dedication to her profession 

and research work, not her ability as a potential housekeeper. 

 

Fernand’s humiliation is intensified at an important dinner party, where Thérèse 

discusses medical topics with well known doctors who agree that with her 

incisive mind and dedication, she has a future in research medicine. This public 

recognition is important to her (PS38), much to the chagrin of Fernand who still 

wants her to give up her career to be a full-time wife although he acknowledges 

that she is different to other women (PS63) but he does not want to be known 

as “le mari de la doctoresse” (PS118). The conversation is wide ranging and 

revolves around slavery, the practice of abortion, the use of morphine and drug 

addiction, the importance of vaccination and the use of criminals as guinea pigs 

for medical research (PS96-115), all highly contentious and modern subjects 

which are debated from various points of view by the guests. Thérèse is well 

able to hold her own in this erudite company but her erudition is not appreciated 

by all. 

 

As well as the covert disapproval of her reluctantly admiring husband, Thérèse 

has to contend with criticism from the lower ranks in society. Domestic chores 

do not interest Thérèse. As a student her mother had shielded Thérèse from 

these distractions from her studies and performed these tasks for her. Rose, 

their housekeeper, strongly disapproves of Thérèse’s career. Thérèse is blamed 

for Rose producing meals Fernand does not like. Thérèse is not available to tell 

her what to prepare and Fernand is quite particular about his meals. He feels 
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humiliated that even the servant can see that he is not Thérèse’s first priority. 

Rose leaves Thérèse’s employ as it is a disgrace in the quartier to work in a 

house where the servants are not trusted with the keys and ill directed by the 

mistress of the house (PS92), contrary to a servant’s expectation of a bourgeois 

employer. Thérèse is different and much more comfortable in the hospital 

setting. 

 

When Thérèse returns to work at the hospital, she confers with a nun about a 

patient. The narrator describes them in the following manner: “Et toutes deux, la 

sœur de charité et la femme-médecin, – un type qui disparaît et l’autre qui 

commence, – poussées au même chevet par des vocations différentes” (PS 66). 

The surgeon, Gilbertus too, sees this change as acceptable: “[L]a doctoresse 

était pour lui l’incarnation moderne de la sœur de charité” (PS109). In fact this 

description suits Thérèse well as she is so focused on her work and Fernand 

becomes more and more bitter that his wife is not putting him first in her life that 

gradually over some months the marriage deteriorates as Thérèse makes a 

room in her home as a study so that she can work at home. He muses that he 

should assert his authority over her (PS120). Thérèse loves Fernand, she feels 

happy and does not comprehend his anger and humiliation that she has the 

more prestigious career despite this being the understanding they had decided 

upon before the marriage. 

 

However, after some months Thérèse senses this increasing tension and 

despite the exciting experiments she is doing, she agrees to go away for a 

holiday (PS124). Inevitably on return, Thérèse is pregnant. She is very 

disappointed as she will have to give up her research and feels that this child 

will end her dream (PS128-129). Fernand is overjoyed and thinks that now his 

wife will have to be at home. However, Thérèse refuses to breast feed the baby 

and a wet-nurse is employed against Fernand’s wishes. Thérèse loves the baby 

but continues to work. A few months later, the baby is ill and Mme Lancelevée 

is asked to see the child but there is no treatment. He dies, apparently due to an 

infection caught from the wet-nurse who has been diluting his milk with unboiled 

water. Both parents are distraught but Fernand is also bitter as he believes the 

death was Thérèse’s fault although he does not say that directly. The narrator 
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opines: “La théorie du célibat des doctoresses triomphait. Celle-ci avait 

imprudemment voulu allier sa maternité et sa profession masculine : le pauvre 

bébé mourait victime de cette présomption” (PS150), a rather pointed criticism 

with which Mme Lancelevée agrees. Thérèse throws herself into her work but 

realises that to save her marriage she cannot keep working. Fernand is jealous, 

angry and bitter as he blames Thérèse for all his problems. He had been working 

on a vaccine for cancer that was a failure and this humiliated him further 

(PS155). He is also infatuated with a patient’s widow whom he thinks would care 

for him more than Thérèse does as she is not concerned with having a career. 

With great sadness Thérèse sees that she has no option but to follow Dina 

Skaroff’s example by capitulating to her husband’s wishes. Giving up her 

cherished work is a great sacrifice for this intelligent woman. (PS172). As she 

loves Fernand, she will forgo her career and be there just for him. As this was 

his intention from the beginning, he accepts it as his due from his ‘penitent’ wife 

with no regard for her feelings. 

In both Les Cervelines and Princesses de science, women are depicted as 

having to choose either their professional career or marriage because of the 

perception that they are either incapable of doing both or because a working 

wife undermines the husband’s position in bourgeois society. I argue that in 

Princesses de science, Yver represents a dedicated young woman married to a 

man who does not keep his side of their agreement. Yver exposes Fernand’s 

intransigence and jealousy. Fernand needs to be the centre of Thérèse’s 

attention as he feels humiliated by her intelligence and her desire to have a 

fulfilling career even though this is important for her wellbeing and he had agreed 

to it before the marriage. These points are frequently overlooked by critics who 

label Yver as anti-feminist but whose range of female protagonists represent 

diverse women and their experiences. 

Since the publication of Les Cervelines, Colette Yver’s writing has polarised 

opinion as she is often criticised as having traditional views, unrepresentative of 

women’s aspirations. Nonetheless the evolving characters and situations 

expand understanding of how professional women struggled to balance their 

lives and Rogers remarks that it is this that makes these novels particularly 

important in showing how women reflected social changes during the Belle 
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Epoque.36 This has marked Yver as unsympathetic to the female cause in the 

eyes of some critics. For example McMillan37 calls Colette Yver anti-feminist but 

he quotes Dr Jean Cécile, whose opinion is not necessarily that of the author to 

illustrate his argument. He states that Colette Yver portrays cervelines who were 

not ‘real’ women. McMillan takes exception to Waelti-Walters who sees Colette 

Yver as a closet feminist. However like Waelti-Walters,38 I contend that Yver 

depicts male characters that reflect the intransigent nature of male society in 

France in 1903. In a similar vein to McMillan, Bard always refers to Colette Yver 

as “la romancière anti-feministe Colette Yver”39 and summarises her novels as 

follows: “Les doctoresses leur volent parfois la vedette. Ces pionnières qui, 

contrairement aux femmes pauvres, ont choisi de travailler, symbolisent 

l’ambition des femmes nouvelles sacrifiant l’amour et la maternité à leur carrière. 

Leur “égoïsme” menace l’ordre social patriarchal.”40 Bard belittles Thérèse for 

not being poor and upsetting bourgeois order but does not take into account that 

Dr Jeanne Boerk is from a rural background and has had to work very hard to 

get to her present position. Certainly Thérèse gives up her career but I suggest 

she is portrayed as the victim of her husband’s jealousy and immaturity. I 

disagree that it is the woman’s selfishness that is the reason for failure of the 

marriage. Rather, I suggest that Colette Yver is in fact demonstrating how men 

found it difficult to accommodate clever and ambitious women both in marriage 

and in the professional sphere.41 Camille Marbo criticised Princesses de science 

by giving examples of women who worked and had happy marriages.42 In reply, 

Yver said she did not propose that Dina and Thérèse’s decisions were the best 

option for women as not all intellectual women should choose husband and 

family over career but that it was a reality.43 

Colette Yver represents her heroines sympathetically; not all her women 

protagonists are modern, educated and independent but she shows that this 

could be aspired to and incorporates associated difficulties. I suggest that at this 

                                                           
36  Juliette Rogers (2007) 8. 
37  McMillan (2000) 219. 
38 Jennifer Waelti-Walters. ‘‘New Women’ in the Novels of Belle Epoque France.” History of 

European Ideas. 8.4/5 (1987): 537-548. 
39  Bard (2001) 80. 
40  Bard (1999) 51. 
41  Waelti-Walters (1990). See Chapter Six, Professions: Struggles and Solitude, 167-188. 
42  Camille Marbo. “La Femme intellectuelle au foyer.” La Vie heureuse. August 1907. 
43  Juliette Rogers (2007) 149. 



131 
 

point in her career as a writer, Yver was concerned to show how incapable men 

were of seeing the frustration and wasted potential of keeping women out of 

academic or professional spheres or at least sharing it with them. Men are 

shown to lack insight and understanding of the dilemmas that intelligent and 

enterprising women faced and in the novels they seem unprepared to 

compromise to allow women to fulfil the need to have both a family and a 

worthwhile career. It would appear that such women are destined to live in either 

an emotional or an intellectual void with men of this persuasion. 

Literary critic Bertaut questioned women’s motive for aspiring to a profession by 

remarking: “[L]a fille du grand Herlinge, le médecin fameux, a été guidée vers la 

science, non par la volonté paternelle, hostile, au contraire, à cette vocation, 

mais par un désir impérieux implacable, de voir et de savoir,”44 as if it is a fault 

to aspire to knowledge. In fact, Bertaut’s criticism was directed at Yver herself 

for creating female characters passionate about a career in the public sphere 

and for writing a novel which might influence its female readers to aspire to more 

than maternity. However, of these novels a critic wrote: “Peu d’écrivains 

contemporains ont fouillé avec plus d’acuité, de clairvoyance et de force les 

grands problèmes de l’heure. Elle [Colette Yver] a soulevé un coin du voile du 

féminisme.”45 This accords with Waelti-Walters opinion that these two novels 

are “quite subversive.”46 An opposing reading of the novel is found in a paper by 

Jean-François Condette as he claims Dr Fernande Guéméné as the hero of the 

novel with a ‘difficult’ wife. Condette claims: “Tout d’abord confiant dans l’avenir 

de leur relation, le docteur fait le mauvais choix en épousant cette étudiante qui 

refuse de sacrifier sa propre carrière.”47 Notably there is no mention in this 

review of Thérèse and Fernande’s agreement before the marriage about her 

continuing to work or any suggestion that Fernande could have been less 

egoistical and jealous of her ability. Condette also presumes that the male 

characters’ opinions are those of Yver herself and therefore she is disparaging 

women who wish to use their talents outside ther home. 
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However, despite these disparate criticisms, the representation of women in 

these novels is one way that young women may have learned about some 

opportunities available to them and how possibly to manage difficulties that 

might arise from these situations in the early years of the twentieth century. They 

are an important contribution to the history of ‘the woman question’ during this 

era. As a woman writer Yver depicted that most professional men continued to 

appreciate only those women who ‘retained’ their traditional roles of housewife 

and mother as she shows men unsympathetic to female ambition, seeing it as 

deviant and unfeminine despite the obvious talents of intelligent women. Despite 

men’s opposition to qualified women in medicine and education, the chance to 

work, to practice a profession, and earn an independent living greatly appealed 

to a growing number of bourgeois women during the Belle Epoque. 

Unfortunately the Great War was to slow progress for women in many aspects 

of work and education. As war threatened most women laid aside their struggle 

for gender equality in the national interest and with the same patriotic sentiment 

felt by Marcelle Tinayre, Colette Yver reacted to the advent of the Great War 

with a novel inspired by past chivalry and the code of honour of the medieval 

crusades. 

 

Yver’s literary response to the tragedy of the Great War is Mirabelle de 

Pampelune. By this time Yver was a childless widow as Auguste Huzard had 

died of tuberculosis in 1911 after some years of ill health. Yver never remarried, 

wearing the habit of a lay nun, a small veil with a white band, le deuil blanc, for 

the rest of her life which may have contributed to influence her subsequent 

attitudes to women and female emancipation. However it should not be forgotten 

that teaching nuns had a great deal of influence on girls’ education until the 

secularisation of the French state in December 1905 when new conditions for 

lay schools were promulgated. Mirabelle de Pampelune exemplifies Goldberg’s 

assertion that the Great War revived ancient myths of masculine chivalry and 

honour in France.48 Chivalry evoked a classless rhetoric that crossed socio-

economic lines to appeal to past honour and glory. Yver adapts the theme and 

tone of Mirabelle de Pampelune to embody the patriotic sentiments with which 

many bourgeois women could identify. Her descriptions of the war front clearly 
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indicate that Yver was fully aware of the injuries and horror of war. Her frequent 

detailed descriptons in articles of her visits to the Western front for example, 

“Chez les vainqueurs de Picardie” and “Sur le front” indicate her commitment to 

her writing as “un nouveau témoignage en l’honneur de ces magnifiques 

combats.”49 Mirabelle de Pampelune, which according to Maurice Rieuneau, 

was the only successful French war novel written by a woman, was published in 

1917 and translated into English by Lucy Humphrey Smith in 1919 as Mirabelle 

of Pampeluna.50 Rieuneau’s opinion is widely contested and as Goldberg’s 

study has shown, there were many and varied novels of the Great War written 

by French women.51 However, although my study concentrates on the 

representation of women, Colette Yver does portray the stress of the battlefield 

and comradeship in trenches with dignity and frankness regarding the horror 

men faced which may be the reason for Rieuneau’s positive assessment of it.52 

 

This novel is set in a provincial environment of small shopkeepers and 

merchants where the young women are portrayed in traditional roles,  helping in 

the shop, waiting for marriage and then caring for their injured soldier husbands; 

quite a reversal from the professional women in the previous two novels. Yver’s 

patriotic love story reiterates the strongly idealized French national 

characteristics of courage and honour which were felt to be necessary at the 

time to bolster morale on the home front. Set in an outer metropolitan suburb 

and a village, it repudiates the frivolous, decadent images of women prevalent 

at the time, especially of women in Paris.53 The idea that a war was necessary 

to purify the nation was quite common and one of the reasons for the initial 

acceptance of the war by the nation as a necessity. 

 

The novel begins in the few months before the start of the Great War in 1914. 

The two young women represented in Mirabelle de Pampelune are twenty-four 

year old Louise Duval who lives with her parents above their bookshop in Paris 

and her cousin twenty year old Edith Bouchaud, who lives near the Seine at 
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Choisy-le-Roi with her parents and brother, Georges. Neither of the young 

women work outside the home and they appear to have no ambition to do so. 

Both have admirers, Henri Lecointre and Robert Picot respectively. The two 

women consider them rather disdainfully as poor marriage prospects as these 

men appear so ordinary, not heroic at all.  Both young women are interested in 

marrying but they are discontented with their prospective husbands, not 

because they pose a threat to their careers but for their lack of aspiration and 

ambition. Ironically, it is the advent of the Great War, with all the tragedy it 

encompasses, that changes the women’s attitude and gives the men the 

opportunity to become heroes and acceptable as worthy husbands in their eyes. 

 

The book clerk, Henri, is considered very suitable by her parents but to Louise 

he represents “toute la médiocrité du petit commerce où s’étiole sa vie” (MdP10). 

She is ambitious but with little education has no idea of how to change her life 

except by marriage. However, he is the present reality in her life and has the 

solid bourgeois qualities unrealized and unappreciated as yet by Louise. Edith 

too, is dissatisfied with Robert. He has asked her father for permission to marry 

her but she cannot bring herself to accept as she feels “c’est si ordinaire 

d’épouser un vendeur ! “(MdP22). She remarks: “J’aurais aimé un jeune homme 

qui eût fait quelque chose de grand, un mari dont j’aurais été fière : un aviateur 

par exemple” (MdP22). As well, Edith is disenchanted by Robert’s attempt to 

read poetry to her as he has copied out lines by Sully Prudhomme and not 

composed them himself (MdP34). For the young women, there is no passionate 

romance but dependable companionship. Both sets of parents raise no 

objections to these young men as they see them, far more clearly than Louise 

and Edith, as steady, loyal and dutiful young men who in turn, will replicate the 

solid traditional marriage both older couples have enjoyed in the years of peace; 

the basis for a stable society as promoted by both church and patriarchal society. 

Louise and Edith are not only dissatisfied with the men but with society in 

general. To them, France has lost her core value of heroism; she is decadent, 

devoid of courage, with young men who lack imagination and are only interested 

in trifles. Their greatest aspiration being to catch the biggest fish in the river on 

a Sunday afternoon! 
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By using a bookshop as a background, invoking poetry and the tale of Mirabelle, 

Yver confirms the importance of literature to her representation of women by 

combining the past and present situations. Woven in parallel to the story of the 

young women’s dissatisfaction throughout the novel is the allegorical story of 

Mirabelle and her heroic knight, set during the Crusades. Monsieur Xavier des 

Assernes, a family friend, reads the medieval manuscript entitled Mirabelle de 

Pampelune to the Duval family. This manuscript according to des Assernes, is 

from “l’époque la plus poétique, la plus vigoureuse et la plus charmante de la 

France” (MdP3) which he too, finds lacking in the present. He is a sentimental 

and enthusiastic bachelor of sixty who likes to think he has encouraged Louise’s 

imagination in aspiring to replicate the glorious past but he has actually 

increased her dissatisfaction with the reality of her mundane life (MdP7).  M. des 

Assernes avers that an imaginative story-teller is a truer mirror of his time than 

the most scrupulous, but dry and colourless historian (MdP13). This is of course 

what Yver is doing with this parallel story, by anticipating and reflecting on the 

qualities she believed were needed in France during the war. The function of the 

Mirabelle story is to guide the young women in the idealised and courtly 

traditions of an earlier time in France, modelling the courageous behaviour 

required of them as the war progresses. By 1917, when Mirabelle de Pampelune 

was published, it was obvious that the war would not soon be over. 

 

Both peaceful and good-natured, (MdP28) Henri and Robert are reliable and 

responsible employees with no grand ambitions career-wise and would be quite 

content with Louise and Edith. They are satisfied with their everyday life working 

as a book-clerk and a salesman respectively while eagerly anticipating the 

regular fishing trip on a Sunday with Louise and Edith and their families. It is 

these qualities of loyalty and steadfastness that will enable them to rise to the 

hideous challenges of the trenches and despite being wounded return to fight. 

Both Henri and Robert have no hesitation about enlisting immediately after war 

is declared, and then, having no news of them, Louise and Edith belatedly 

realise their potential loss. They too, have to rise to the challenge of war, 

worrying and waiting on the home front which is no less a patriotic duty, albeit 

less physically dangerous, than that of the men in the trenches.54 
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With Henri’s departure, Louise’s attitude towards him undergoes a major 

change. Of his presence she says it was a treasure she had not valued until it 

was no longer there (MdP58) and she is very anxious that the family have not 

heard from him. The Bouchaud family has come to stay as they can no longer 

travel to Paris every day from Choisy-le-Roi. Edith and Louise confide in one 

another that they are concerned for Robert and Henri as never before as the 

men’s whereabouts are now unknown and they are perhaps injured or dead. A 

few weeks later when Xavier des Assernes visits the bookshop, the Germans 

are advancing rapidly and are only three days away from Paris. Monsieur Duval 

decides he will not leave the bookshop as he says: “Je demeure ici pour 

défendre contre le pillage de ces barbares les œuvres de l’esprit français dont 

je suis l’humble gardien” (MdP44). He cannot abandon the books he has looked 

after all his life. Louise compares herself to Mirabelle and following her fictional 

example refuses to leave either. The family shows home front solidarity with the 

soldiers by not being afraid of the German advance and the possible 

consequences of their decision to remain in Paris. Edith asserts that she will not 

go to a safe place but remain in Paris with her parents and that even if the 

Germans enter Paris she will not be afraid (MdP42). Louise is quite emotional 

when she hears that eighteen year old Georges, her brother, has enlisted as 

she feels he is too young to fight. Previously both families had scoffed at the 

suggestion there could be a war, being unaware of political tensions in Europe. 

Yet prior to the outbreak of war, Georges was about to do his military service, 

which at that time was for three years. This conscription reflected the political 

awareness for military readiness in France which had been under duress since 

the defeat in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870-1871. 

 

Eventually, Louise receives a love letter from Henri describing his manoeuvres 

and night expeditions. He has become bolder in the face of death and is now 

able to tell her how he feels. He writes that he has done his duty, and he believes 

that she will not be ashamed of him and he loves her. (MdP74) Robert also 

writes to Edith but she is more formal in her replies. He writes that he thinks of 

her and that as he is going on a dangerous mission perhaps, if she could see 

him she would love him because he is brave (MdP82). Soon after this, Henri 

writes to Louise that Robert has been badly wounded. Her uncle asks her to tell 
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Edith. Louise is agitated as although Edith’s parents are not sure of her feelings 

for Robert, she knows of Edith’s secret love: “Le petit vendeur aux gants, (…) 

de pêcheur à la ligne, est tombé en bravant le danger pour la France et pour 

celle qu’il aime” (MdP92). Edith is devastated by the news and regrets 

passionately that she has not told him she loves him and that she regrets 

despising him for being only a salesman. 

 

The war gives Robert the opportunity to convince Edith of his worth. Her attitude 

has changed towards him because of his bravery. By his patriotic actions he has 

transformed himself into a courageous man in her eyes although he, himself, 

sees it only as his duty. He has not fundamentally changed; it is Edith’s 

perception of him that has altered. The Great War gave supposedly mediocre 

men the opportunity to become heroes and ordinary women to become heroines 

but only through their men, a view which will be challenged by that of the militant 

pacifist, Marcelle Capy, the subject of Chapter Five. 

 

With Robert in a hospital at Lunéville twelve kilometres away, Edith decides to 

visit him as she knows he has no one else. Her father sadly fears she may be 

killed going so close to the firing line but consoles himself that there will be one 

more heroine for France (MdP103) as the country and the soldier’s well-being is 

more important than the individual. Neither her mother nor her aunt will 

accompany Edith as they are afraid, never having been apart from their 

husbands. Despite her own traditional upbringing, Louise decides she will go 

with Edith and with the assistance of Xavier des Assernes, they get to Lunéville. 

Seeing ruined towns and soldiers’ graves on the way the women understand in 

stark terms the magnitude of the war and the great sacrifice men are making. 

Obviously Robert is delighted to see Edith and they become engaged. With this 

wounded man she has now a heroic man as a fiancé, the quality that she thought 

he lacked before the war. 

By August 1915, Henri, now an officer, has not seen Louise for a year. He 

manages to get leave and without telling the Duvals he arrives at the bookshop, 

noticing that there is an air of sadness in the street, women are in mourning and 

the shops look empty. He knows he will be welcome as her letters have proved 

that she loves him. Louise has changed (MdP122). She has changed her 
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attitude to the lowly clerk as he has responded to the challenges of war. In fact, 

Henri has not really changed as he was always dutiful and despite having to go 

back to the front, patriotism prevails. He tells Louise that as soldiers they come 

to desire victory for the good of everyone, not themselves alone. He tells her 

that if he had any other sentiment it would make her refuse him (MdP125). He 

now has the heroic qualities she initially thought he lacked. 

 

Some months later after returning to the front, Henri loses his eyesight in a 

battle. The eyes are destroyed so there is no chance of ever recovering his sight. 

Louise for all her early disdain is quite prepared to marry him. She is following 

Mirabelle’s example. Mirabelle marries her blind knight when he returns from the 

Crusade. Rebuking her mother for her pity, the now transformed Louise tells her: 

Maintenant il revient. Je suis trop heureuse pour me plaindre. 
D’ailleurs, nous nous aimerons mieux ainsi, car c’est moi qui lui 
servirai de lumière, et je veux qu’il n’apprenne que de moi le malheur 
de sa cécité, car je le lui dirai si tendrement qu’il ne pensera pas à en 
souffrir (MdP186). 
 

Henri finds out he will be permanently blind when Louise tells him how Mirabelle 

marries her blind knight and how wonderful that is as “[e]lle lui sera 

indispensable…qu’elle ne peut pas exister que pour lui” (MdP189). Henri would 

be totally dependent on Louise and that will make them both happy as the now 

proven knight has to be cared for by the heroine, Mirabelle. This action may be 

seen as a way for Louise to ‘control’ her husband despite the intention to ‘care’ 

for him, a rather subversive view of the role of the mutilated from the war, 

ironically she will be the dominant partner by virtue of her sight. This role reversal 

many women encountered may well have caused Colette Yver later to reflect 

that “[l]’inégalité n’est pas une injustice”55 but rather as an obstacle to be 

overcome with patience and cooperation. Although Robert returns safely from 

the war, he too will have Edith as a wife now with a more accepting attitude 

towards domesticity realizing how fortunate she is to have a husband at all after 

the great losses of men sustained by the French. 
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Notwithstanding Yver’s return to a more traditional attitude to women and their 

place in society from Les Cervelines and Princesses de science, Mirabelle de 

Pampelune represents young patriotic women as indispensable and quick to 

adapt to the unpredictable circumstances in a society at war. As older women 

neither Mme Duval nor Mme Bouchaud are able to leave their husbands to go 

to the hospital with Edith for fear of not being with their husbands, but the 

representation of the women of the younger generation has shown that they 

have the fortitude and courage to be different to their parents. Although Mirabelle 

de Pampelune may not be seen to be supporting the drive for gender equality, 

it is certainly a credible representation of two ordinary, typical young women and 

the situations they faced during the Great War. 

 

The novel reflects a microcosm of provincial French society in parallel with an 

ancient tale of honour and chivalry appropriate for the contemporary war. In 

Mirabelle de Pampelune, there is no mention of careers or of challenging men 

in work situations by Louise Duval and Edith Bouchaud. Instead, this war novel 

suggested model behaviour for women to follow in the time of crisis. As many 

thousands of men died in the trenches in France, this call for support from 

l’arrière had great appeal to the readers of the time. Women were encouraged 

to respond in a patriotic way to the disruption and horror of the Great War by 

devoting themselves to the soldiers who had saved France, grateful for the 

sacrifices men had made. Yver adapted her writing to the very pertinent 

circumstances of society during the war and its aftermath. 

 

The Great War over, Colette Yver continued her writing, lecturing to the League 

of Patriots, and was praised by Maurice Barrès for her efforts to raise money for 

mutilated men to help them return to work.56 Not so for most women as very 

soon after the Great War, many women were forced out of employment to make 

way for returning soldiers. The New Woman’s quest for autonomy and self 

expression was less discernable in inter-war French society. Countless women 

had shown what they were capable of, both mentally and physically, during the 

traumatic years of the Great War although their full potential would lie dormant 

for some years. In the light of the loss and mutilation of so many men, many 
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bourgeois women were forced to reconsider their own position regarding 

education and careers. This retreat from the public sphere of work was in line 

with the government’s pro-natalist policies. French society encouraged women 

to return to their former position of homemaker and mother, but equal rights 

activists such as Alice La Mazière and advocate Suzanne Grinberg wrote books 

and pamphlets encouraging women to keep working and expand their 

education.57 As Colette Yver was always interested in women’s education, she 

sets her post war novel, Rose, Madame in an academic bourgeois milieu in 

contrast to the professional setting in Les Cervelines and Princesses de science. 

The representation of Rose in Rose, Madame portrays one dilemma faced by 

women in the perplexing inter-war period in France. 

 

With the death of her husband and her adoption of a lay nun’s veil, Colette Yver 

turned her attention to hagiographies and semi-religious treatises. In 1918 

Colette Yver wrote Le Mystère des béatitudes, one of her many forays into 

religious commentaries which subsequently influenced her attitude to women’s 

position in French society.58 In this she contrasts sharply with Marcelle Tinayre 

who rejected religious dogma with her critique of Jansenism. By 1927 Colette 

Yver was living with one of her nephews, Jean Guillaume, but he contracted 

tuberculosis and was sent to a sanatorium in the Haute-Savoie so she returned 

to Rouen to live with her sister. As tuberculosis had claimed both her husband 

and nephew, she decided to establish a society to raise money for tuberculosis 

treatment and a sanatorium. She continued this charitable work throughout her 

life and is commemorated in Rouen by having a medical centre for the disabled 

and a school for handicapped children named after her. 

 

The events of the Great War were still in the forefront of Colette Yver’s 

consciousness when she wrote Rose, Madame ten years later. Inter-war France 

was a society in flux. There was great contrast between a range of women, some 

supportive of a return to traditional feminine roles with less competitive 

relationships with men and other more hedonistic and self centered  women who 
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took advantage of les années folles of the 1920s to pursue their careers. 

However, contrary to the pre-war era, where in the case of arranged bourgeois 

marriages the couple was expected to make the best of life together, Rose, 

Madame may be appreciated as Yver’s cautionary tale to those young women 

embarking on a modern marriage based on romantic love. Rose, Madame was 

published in 1928, nine years after the end of the Great War and at the height 

of les années folles. It was written for a series of romans inédits for “Jeunes 

femmes & Jeunes filles” from Arthème Fayard & Co. This publishing house 

targeted a particular audience, the contemporary young woman: 

Cheveux coupés, sportive, instruite, armée pour la vie, voyant 
s’ouvrir devant elle toutes les carrières et apte à tout, la jeune 
femme moderne, aussi pure, aussi chaste que ses aînées, 
demande pourtant dans les livres qu’on lui consacre autre chose 
que la fiction rose ou le sentimentalisme puéril, dont on berça, à 
satiété, la candeur naïve de ses devancières.59 

 
Fayard felt that novels for young women had remained mired in the convention 

of the 1830s and they no longer addressed the changing roles in modern society. 

This series aimed at fictionalizing scenarios from which young women could 

learn about the dilemmas in modern marriage in a healthy and conservative 

manner. The back cover of Rose, Madame explains that well respected authors 

were chosen: “Les ouvrages ont été composes par les meilleurs auteurs, 

spécialisés dans l’art d’écrire pour la jeunesse feminine.”60 These novels were 

required to have a certain literary quality as well as a didactic one, which suited 

Colette Yver’s inter-war theme and style, that of the return to the more traditional 

nineteenth-century attitude to ‘the woman question’ possibly as a result of her 

wartime experiences. 

 

The novel is both a critique and an elucidation of possible situations for women 

in the inter-war period. Colette Yver explores Rose’s intransigent and ambivalent 

behaviour in this representation of an ambitious academic woman. By naming 

her main female protagonist Rose, Colette Yver confounds the romantic notion 

of ‘rose.’ As Grenaudier-Klijn remarks that “le rose, pour beaucoup, c’est l’excès: 

trop sucré, trop sentimental, trop prévisible, trop féminin.”61 At first Rose is 
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feminine but independent. Set in Paris it explores the relationship of a young, 

seemingly sophisticated couple, Martin and Rose, both in their twenties, who 

have not long been married. This complex portrayal of Rose and her marriage 

mirrors French society’s inconsistent attitude to women’s independence in inter-

war society and continues Colette Yver’s pricipal theme of women’s 

relationships and career ambitions, in this case, a craving for academic success. 

 

The background details in the story epitomise the modernity of the period with 

references to cultural phenomena such as the tango and jazz, the decoration of 

the couple’s apartment in the new Art Deco style, and the fact that Martin works 

for an international company that builds aircraft. In his professional life he deals 

successfully with personnel and the Trade Unions. Martin is not as well qualified 

academically as Rose and has only “[s]on bac et [s]on diplôme des Sciences 

Po…” (RM10) but he has also studied banking in London. Rose is well educated 

and has “la licence d’espagnol, celle de philo, puis celle de droit” (RM9) which 

make her rank above Martin’s educational level. Rose is an only child, intelligent 

but indulged by her parents and she appears self-absorbed in furthering her 

intellectual development. She is independent minded, straight talking, and used 

to being around male students at the Sorbonne, which has made her 

academically competitive. She owns and drives her own sporty car, which was 

unusual for a young woman in 1928. The war does not seem to have limited her 

ambition and attitude in any way. 

 

The Great War has however had a profound influence on Martin as one of his 

brothers was killed and another has returned home mutilated. His mother has 

been very stoic throughout the war, devoting herself to the needs of the family. 

This has affected Martin’s outlook and he is very mindful of others’ feelings as 

“il est surtout très ‘action publique’ très ‘groupe social’ (…) il mettait les hommes 

dans sa poche” (RM12). He is greatly respected by his employer. Despite their 

overwhelming mutual attraction and similar bourgeois family backgrounds, there 

are early indications that do not augur well for this marriage. Rose does not like 

the chaos of her married friends’ homes and before meeting Martin was not 

really interested in marrying, especially not Philippe whom her parents regarded 

as suitable. In fact, Philippe is afraid of Rose and tells a friend: “Elle me 
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ressemblait trop (…) Je l’ai suppliée de changer. ‘Changez vous-même, a-t-elle 

riposté.’  Et ce fut la fin” (RM13). Rose is unable to accept criticism and has no 

intention of changing her way of thinking, rather like Philippe himself. She has 

masculine attributes. When Martin meets Rose, he is fascinated by her modern 

ways as she is very different to women he has met previously and especially his 

mother. Rose has an established reputation and she believes that “l’amour est 

un accident grave qui vous prive de votre libre contrôle” (RM21). However, Rose 

does change her mind after meeting Martin because she is flattered that he is 

so attracted to her independent ways, somewhat similarly to Dr Fernand 

Guéméné’s attraction to Thérèse Herlinge in Colette Yver’s earlier novel 

Princesses de science.  Rose entrances Martin and he tells her: “Comme j’aime 

votre caractère !” (RM16) meaning he admires her independence and self-

confidence. The feeling is mutual although, above all, Rose is proud that she 

has captivated him with her sense of self. However, Martin does not know her 

well when they marry, mistakenly thinking that their mutual affection is the only 

attribute necessary for a modern marriage (RM25). She is very petite but quite 

daring in her sports car, going for long drives which makes Martin wish to protect 

her. Later, this angers Rose as she feels patronised and  capable of looking after 

herself, as she has done at University.  Already the reader is aware that their 

approaches to life diverge, as Martin’s concern and kindly attitude to his workers 

is shown with the disappearance of Père Paul, an old man working for the 

company is brought to his attention. 

 

Rose and Martin’s courtship is brief, so brief that: 

Martin ne parla pas de la femme-associée telle qu’il la concevait dans 
le mariage ; ni Rose des sauvagardes (sic) de la personnalité de 
l’épouse. Rien que les plus banales fadeurs, mais qui les 
convainquaient délicieusement qu’ils se plaisaient l’un à l’autre sans 
qu’un mot formel fut dit, néanmoins (RM25).  
 

At Rose and Martin’s wedding, Martin’s young unmarried aunt, Sylvie, 

expresses her concerns about Rose to M. Dalizay. She thinks Rose is “très 

occupée d’elle même” (RM42). M. Dalizay, a bachelor, whom Rose calls Ésope, 

(with all the connotations of the name), 62 is Rose’s professor and mentor at the 

                                                           
62  Aesop was an ancient Greek fabulist whose tales include clever animals and objects with 

human qualities. They are used as a vehicle to solve problems and give advice to humans.  
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Sorbonne. He has encouraged and nurtured her academic development and 

ambitions and is concerned that she will lose her academic standing, now that 

she is marrying. Sylvie is Martin’s confidant, being the same age as his eldest 

sister, but unburdened by marriage and children she has time to encourage him 

to read and to broaden his views. Sylvie also influences Martin morally: “De leurs 

entretiens légers et spirituels, naissaient de grandes pensées dans l’âme de 

Martin. Sans Sylvie, ce garcon né fainéant, n’aurait pas eu cette envie sacrée 

d’une belle courbe de vie humaine qui l’avait…” (RM27). Martin is more 

interested in other people’s welfare than is Rose but despite her youth Sylvie’s 

own somewhat inflexible views compromise her advice. Martin’s mother too has 

had a strong influence on his expectations in marriage and his mother’s devotion 

to the family has unconsciously affected his view of women and his outlook on 

duty. He is attracted to Rose’s vibrant modernity but grounded in traditional 

roles. 

 

That Martin and Rose never discuss their expectations of marriage is already 

evident on their honeymoon as she likes opulent restaurants and he prefers to 

dine at home. Modern Rose refuses to contemplate adjusting her lifestyle to take 

into account her new status as a wife with responsibilities. When Rose and 

Martin return to their newly decorated apartment after their honeymoon, it is 

clear Martin has had no hand in choosing the décor. It is very contemporary and 

luxurious. This reflects Rose’s dominant position both in her independence and 

in her control over Martin. He enhances Rose by his presence and she feels she 

does not need to adapt because he loves her the way she is. She is absolutely 

certain that in all circumstances, Martin will love her unconditionally: he will 

accept whatever she does because she is Rose. Rose appears selfish, more 

interested in nurturing her own talents in sculpture and philosophy, than 

accommodating her new husband. 

 

In this hasty marriage there is little reflection on the responsibilities and the 

compromises it requires from the partners for marriage to be successful.  Rose 

wants Martin‘s love and approval as well as the freedom to pursue her 

intellectual goals. At first, it appears that Martin does not expect Rose to adjust 

her independent carefree lifestyle to include an interest in his work as this is 



145 
 

what attracted him to her. Martin becomes increasingly aware that Rose is intent 

on pursuing her own interests. Martin’s pride precludes him from expressing his 

feelings of disappointment at her lack of interest. Anger and bitterness leads to 

animosity on both sides. Their situation worsens when after three months of 

marriage, in which they have hardly seen anyone except each other. Rose 

invites three women friends to visit her at home. The breadth of their activities 

astounds her and their lives suddenly seem much more interesting than her 

wonderfully decorated apartment and her handsome husband: 

Rose semble sortir d’une cave (…) Elle est mordue de désirs. 
Confuse de son ensevelissement… Hé ! quoi, la vie tournait donc 
pendant qu’elle inaugurait obscurément son appartement et l’amour 
de Martin ; et la roue éphéméride du monde apportait aux autres des 
surprises littéraires, des sujets d’un délicieux ahurissement ? (RM99). 
 

The visits augment Rose’s discontent with her married state which, despite her 

ability to do as she pleases, feels stifling and she realises she misses her 

previous life with its intellectual stimulation. Rose’s independence that was so 

attractive to Martin is now a serious source of conflict for the couple. The rift 

between Martin and Rose widens, seemingly irreparably as neither is willing to 

confront nor consult the other. Selfishly, Rose is not at all concerned with 

Martin’s ambitions or even his progress in the company. Their relationship 

deteriorates further when Martin makes an error at work and Rose has no 

interest in the consequences for the men with whom Martin works.  Martin is 

extremely distressed. When he tries to share his anxieties, Rose dismisses his 

explanations of the error, laughing about it in a very indifferent way. 

Nostalgically, Martin compares her unfavourably with his mother who has 

sacrificed her self-interest and devoted her life for the good of her husband and 

the family, which Martin greatly appreciates in his present circumstances. He 

remains icily polite to Rose, hiding his despair over Rose’s lack of empathy. 

 

Instead of discussing her unhappy situation with her husband, Rose visits M. 

Dalizay who invites her to an academic Congress in Algiers to discuss the work 

of Karl Marx. He asks her to give a paper at the conference and she accepts 

without consulting Martin. Martin is angry and upset but again he does not 

openly show his disquiet. In Algiers, Rose is shocked to find she misses Martin 

but at the same time she is immensely flattered by the excellent reception her 
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paper receives. On her return to Paris, she regales Martin with the triumph of 

her intellectual acceptance and expects him to validate her success. Angered, 

because Rose has not enquired about his troubled work, Martin goes to his office 

and does not return home. He departs on a business trip without telling Rose. 

She is horrified to be told that the plane they were testing has crashed in Holland. 

Sylvie and Rose rush to visit Martin in hospital some days later after his rescue. 

Fearing that he had died, Rose suddenly realises what he means to her and 

vows to devote her time and energy to his complete recovery. Despite her 

intellectual prowess, she is now held captive to emotion; there can be no 

compromise as paradoxically she has become totally psychologically dependent 

on her husband through her fear of losing him. Rose’s capitulation epitomizes 

the claim that her modern intellectual public life must be sacrificed for happiness 

in a more traditional domestic manner. Colette Yver reverts to the clichéd pattern 

of romance novels as Rose is punished for her selfishness and returns forgiven 

and chastened to her husband. However it differs from the conventional 

romance in that it begins with the marriage, delineates the pitfalls of modern life 

for husband and wife and then is resolved by Rose, giving up her academic 

career and reverting to the traditional role of femme au foyer to save her 

marriage. 

 

A decade after the end of the Great War, Rose, Madame reasserts the 

uncertainties of modern French society where there is again questioning of the 

division in both private and public roles for women. Rose represents the female 

inter-war generation negotiating all the turbulence and uncertainties of a 

recovering nation. The ultimate failure of Rose’s attempt at total independence 

echoes French society’s desire for women to return to the respectable stability 

of traditional marriage and motherhood by encouraging complementary not 

competitive roles for husband and wife. Rose, Madame reveals a change in 

sentiment towards women by Colette Yver. It is not a sympathetic portrait of the 

la femme nouvelle and appears to show that self-absorption and lack of empathy 

are the consequences of autonomy and education. The representation of Rose 

as a woman engrossed in herself, who eventually realises that to be happy she 

must become selfless and dedicated to her husband, highlights the power of the 

patriarchal influence in French society, even in 1928 as part of a broader desire 
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to return to pre-war bourgeois stability. Yver portrays Martin as having the more 

reasonable attitude of the pair. This novel contrasts markedly with Yver’s 

portrayal of women’s careers and their struggle to balance a career and family 

in Les Cervelines and Princesses de science. I argue that these early works 

were ground-breaking novels with a persuasive message but in Rose, Madame 

Yver has put the onus squarely on Rose to give up her intellectual aspirations. I 

suggest that the change in sentiment is directly related to the effects of the Great 

War and society’s inter-war concern with men’s well-being after the sacrifices 

they had made during the war. This change in attitude has led critics to label all 

Colette Yver’s writing as anti-feminist. However, her Belle Epoque novels 

certainly depict pioneering professional women in a positive light and may 

certainly be interpreted as an exploration of the ‘woman question’ by a woman 

writer. Yver’s reversal may also have been influenced by her many war 

experiences travelling through the devastated area of Northern France. She 

wrote several poignant articles about the North and her meeting with the Queen 

of Belgium. Her continuing strong commitment to the Catholic Church which 

encouraged maternity and women’s self-sacrifice would also perhaps be a factor 

in her return to traditional values in her writing. None of the other writers in this 

study moderated their early stance on women’s evolving position in society to 

the same degree as demonstrated by Colette Yver. 

 

However, Rose, Madame does highlight the lack of progress men had made 

towards accepting and adjusting to women’s capabilities. Yver clearly 

demonstrates that women’s personal expectations were not always understood 

by their husbands but as an author she reverts to emphasise the benefits to 

society of the conventional role for women. The lack of communication and 

honesty between the couple may be a legacy of the mental trauma many men 

had sustained in the Great War, of which Colette Yver was no doubt  well aware. 

Many men had no way of expressing their fears and anxieties both of the past 

war and of the present situation. Nonetheless, with political emancipation still to 

come in the future, the inter-war period remains an era in which ultimately the 

most valorised woman’s role was to be subservient to her husband’s needs, in 

spite of her potentially superior qualifications and intellectual aspirations. 

Milligan asserts that the ‘romance’ was revised after the war but I think none of 



148 
 

the inter-war novels I have examined fall in to the category of feminine romance 

novels.63 What is formulaic romance? Boy meets girl obstacles are overcome 

and they live happily ever after. This does not apply to any of the novels in this 

study except Rose, Madame although here it is the consequences of the 

marriage that are the substance of the novel. It is, I suggest, a retreat by Colette 

Yver from her initial sympathetic stance towards women’s progress in Les 

Cervelines and Princesses de science. 

 

In these novels Colette Yver uses fictional but realistic situations to reflect a 

certain transformation of culture in French society from 1900-1938. Her fiction 

may also be seen as historical comment as it illuminates conservative disquiet 

at the change in women’s status in society and the influence of the Great War 

on these changes. She is aware of and skilfully depicts the dilemmas women 

faced in having to choose between a career and a marriage during the Belle 

Epoque. Initially, in Les Cervelines and Princesses de science there is great 

support for a diversity in social class and education. An intelligent independent 

woman such as the writer Eugénie Lebrun, the passionate doctors like peasant 

Jeanne Boerk and bourgeois Thérèse Herlinge, who challenge men in their 

chosen careers and Marceline Rhonans who feminises classical antiquity with 

her style of lectures. These women represent women’s progressive participation 

in education and in the world of work in an optimistic and progressive era before 

the impact of the Great War. Les Cervelines and Princesses de science portray 

women as both talented and accomplished without loss of femininity despite 

persistent conservative forces in French society that constrained women to 

conform to the conventional bourgeois role of wife and mother. Rose, Madame 

depicts, without criticising, those conservative forces. 

 

In 1917, Colette Yver was admitted to the Académie de sciences, belles-lettres 

et arts de Rouen in recognition of her literary career. She then concentrated on 

commentaries about women’s work and the effects on society,64 hagiographies 

                                                           
63  Milligan (1996). 
64  Colette Yver. Le Vote des femmes. Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1918; Dans le jardin du féminisme 

Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1920; Femmes d’aujourd’hui : enquête sur les nouvelles carrières 
féminines. Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1928; Guy Thuillier. “Madame sous-chef.” La Revue 
administrative. 36. 215 (September-October 1983): 446-450. 
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and historical documentaries rather than fiction.65 Henri Clouard called her one 

of: “les romanciers sociaux à theses catholiques” in the same vein as Paul 

Bourget, René Bazin and Henri Bordeaux.66 She was, like Marcelle Tinayre, an 

active female propagandist for Le Flambeau which urged service and sacrifice 

for France through the controversial organisation the Croix de feu. She was also 

prominent in literary circles as a member of the Femina prize committee from 

1913 to 1951.67 Latterly she lived in Rouen with her sister and maintained a 

strong connection to the Catholic Church in Normandy, wearing the mourning 

veil she had adopted on her husband’s death. “Ce voile fut célèbre en son 

temps” wrote André Dubuc, President of the Friends of Flaubert, “[E]lle était une 

figure pittoresque dans les rues de Rouen, à cause de son accoutrement. Elle 

portait toujours la coiffure des infirmières de 1914, mais au lieu du voile bleu, il 

était noir avec une bordure blanche.”68 She became the benefactress of a 

sanatorium for tubercular patients and contributed to the welfare of the poor in 

the parish until she died in Rouen in 1953 where she is buried in the Monumental 

cemetery.69 

 

It is possible to view Colette Yver’s endorsement of conservative and traditional 

representation of women in her later work as a capitulation to patriarchal 

pressure to conform to traditional values in her fiction. However, I suggest that 

a quote from Princesses de science makes her pre-war position unassailable in 

the campaign for female equality in the professions. As Thérèse succumbs to 

her husband’s demand to give up her career, she says: “C’est l’abandon de toute 

dignité intellectuelle, un véritable suicide” (PS172) emphasising that Colette 

Yver was fully aware of the impact this choice would make on both Thérèse’s 

life with Fernande and on her readers. Thus, Colette Yver’s novels should not 

be ignored as her realistic and insightful pioneering of sympathetic 

representations of women’s professional positions in the Belle Epoque add to 

understanding of the era. Furthermore all the images of women in all her novels 

support my contention that these representations of women are a vital source of 

                                                           
65  Many of her works are available in the library of the Catholic University of Paris. 
66  Henri Clouard. Petite histoire de la littérature française des origines à nos jours. Paris: Albin 

Michel, 1965. Qtd online at www.collectionnelson.fr Collaborations aux Annales Politiques et 
Littéraires. 

67  The jury was reduced to twelve members in 1951. 
68  Thuillier (1983) 447. 
69  Green (1997) 229-239. 235. 

http://www.collectionnelson.fr/
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material depicting women’s experiences in this period and contribute to the 

promotion of future feminist thought in France. The longitudinal method of study 

is invaluable in demonstrating an individual author’s responses to the progress 

for women during the Belle Epoque, the upheaval of the Great War and the 

subsequent social environment of the inter-war years. In the following chapter 

there is a further elucidation of female representation in Lucie Delarue-Mardrus’s 

novels which have different themes to those of Marcelle Tinayre and Colette 

Yver. 

 



151 
 

CHAPTER 4 
 

Lucie Delarue-Mardrus (1874-1945) 
De la Princesse Amande à la Duchesse Normande 

 
This chapter centres on representations of contemporary women by the poet 

novelist, essayist and sculptor Lucie Delarue-Mardrus in novels written in the 

time frame of the Belle Epoque, the Great War and the inter-war period to 1938. 

Experiences in childhood, adolescence and the social milieu in provincial 

Normandy influenced her to depict women in quite different circumstances to 

the women portrayed by Marcelle Tinayre and Colette Yver. In the three novels 

I have selected to study, Marie fille-mère,1 Un roman civil en 1914,2 and L’Ange 

et les pervers,3 the main female protagonists identify with diverse classes and 

genders. This chapter will show how Lucie Delarue-Mardrus uses traditional 

structure and language in her novels to present the French reading public with 

realistic and controversial themes not often attempted by a woman writer in 

these years. In recent years this now marginalised and often dismissed writer 

has become a focus for research with the formation in 2007 of the Association 

des Amis de Lucie Delarue-Mardrus.4 This Association is mainly interested in 

her poetry but in this study I concentrate on a detailed analysis of three of her 

novels. Her images of a variety of French women strengthens my thesis that the 

representation of women by women writers of this period provides insight which 

is lacking from other sources and are still largely unacknowledged by cultural 

and literary historians. 

 

Lucie Delarue-Mardrus’s biographer Hélène Plat entitles her study Une femme 

de lettres des années folles.5 However it is my contention that Delarue-Mardrus’ 

influence and literary contribution to French women’s writing extends far beyond 

these few years. She was a prolific writer with about seventy novels and many 

volumes of poetry and biographies to her credit, produced over a literary career 

that lasted thirty-five years. She had exhibitions as a sculptor and illustrator 

                                                           
1  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. Marie fille-mère. Paris: Fasquelle, 1908. Cited as (MFM) in the text. 
2  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus Un roman civil en 1914. Paris: Fasquelle, 1916. Cited as (RC) in the 

text. 
3  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus L’Ange et les pervers. Paris: Ferenczi, 1930. Cited as (AP) in the text. 
4  www.amisldm.org. 
5  Hélène Plat. Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. Une femme de lettres des années folles. Paris: Grasset, 

1994.The années folles are thought of as the ten years after the Great War. 



152 
 

which complemented her written work. Many of her subjects had their roots in 

Normandy such as her controversial hagiography of St Thérèse of Lisieux 6 and 

her sculpture of the saint which is now in a church in Le Havre.7 

 

Lucie Delarue was born in 1874 at Honfleur, Normandy, the sixth daughter of a 

marine lawyer, Georges Delarue. He was absent in Paris for most of her 

childhood but when he was at home at Honfleur and later at Breuil, she was his 

favourite child as he resigned himself to the realization he would never have a 

son. In later years, though she feared him and his opinions, she was similar to 

her father in some ways, preferring the literature he liked, smoking and latterly 

often finding herself in financial difficulties. Her mother, Marie, a descendant of 

talented Parisian artists, together with various French and English governesses 

and her five sisters, made up a predominantly female household. Plat describes 

Marie’s regime as one in which: “Le self-control britannique représente l’idéal de 

cette femme discrète.”8 In Mes mémoires Delarue describes her comfortable 

childhood as protected and secure: “Avec les autres poussins, je suis 

pelotonnée sous la poule.” 9 Despite the apparent closeness Lucie felt there was 

a lack of overt expression of individual affection. However it is noteworthy that 

these memoirs were published in 1938 when Lucie Delarue-Mardrus was fifty-

four years old and past the zenith of her career. 

 

Plat asserts that from a very early age, information of a sexual nature in both 

humans and animals never ceased to revolt Delarue-Mardrus, which may 

explain her lifelong ambivalent attitude to heterosexual relationships both in her 

life and in her writing.10 As well, her paternal grandmother lived with the family 

and as she was demented, Delarue-Mardrus grew up accepting “ses 

bizarreries.”11 This experience may have accustomed her to marginalised 

women, whom she portrays sympathetically in her writing. In the holidays she 

was allowed great freedom to wander on her parents’ huge property to talk to 

                                                           
6  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. Sainte Thérèse de Lisieux. Paris: Fasquelle, 1926. 
7  Sophia Lucia Deboick. Image, Authenticity and the Cult of St.Thérèse of Lisieux.1897-1959. 

Unpublished Ph.D.Thesis. University of Liverpool, January 2011, 192. 
8  Plat (1994) 12. 
9  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, Mes mémoires. Paris: Gallimard. 1938. 9. 
10  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 44; Plat (1994) 25. 
11  Plat (1994) 14. 
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the peasant workers and observe the farm animals.12 She dressed as a boy, 

scandalising Honfleur: “Elle a été, dans la période moderne une des rares 

femmes qui aient osé introduire cette mode virile, aujourd’hui tellement normale 

que nous n’y prêtons plus attention.”13 These experiences growing up in 

Normandy give her novel Marie fille-mère much of its regional authenticity in 

setting and dialect. However, Lucie was often ill and when this kept her indoors 

she relished the special attention from her mother that it afforded her.14  Despite 

her poor health she read voraciously, ranging from Anderson fairy tales to tomes 

from her father’s library but her four older sisters mockingly nicknamed her 

“Simplicie de Gros-Sot,”15 as she appeared initially to be quite slow 

academically. In later years she was affectionately known to her friends as la 

Princesse Amande, the name given her by her husband, Dr Mardrus, for her 

striking beauty. She attended the day school convent of Sacre-Cœur in Saint-

Germain-en-Laye after the family left Honfleur, and later the Institut Normal 

Catholique, where she excelled at French and English, especially poetry which 

was always her preferred form of writing. 

 

Lucie was considered “l’originale”16 of this conventional, protected family, as she 

enjoyed writing and reciting poems, and acting and playing music at family 

gatherings. In this she was much influenced by Sarah Bernhardt whom she had 

seen in the theatre in Paris with her mother.17 The now famous rejection of her 

poetic aspirations by the poet François Coppée made her even more determined 

to succeed as a poet and she worked industriously on her craft from 1895 to 

1900 to improve both her writing and her literary knowledge, calling her work 

Éditions Dutiroir, as she kept her writing hidden in a bureau drawer. This 

improvement was rewarded by her introduction to a literary salon in Paris where 

reading of her poetry was well received by friends of her idol, Sarah Bernhardt. 

An article she wrote on poetry was also published in 1897 by Marguerite Durand 

in La Fronde, the feminist newspaper mentioned in previous chapters, in a bid 

to attract younger readers. This contact with La Fronde astonished Delarue-

                                                           
12  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 61. 
13  Paul Leroy. Femmes d’aujourd’hui. Paris: Maugard. 1936. 136. 
14  She appears to have suffered bouts of ‘mélancolie’ all her life but there is no clear definition 

of what that entailed either in time or severity. Plat (1994) 18; 64. 
15  Plat (1994) 20. 
16  Plat (1994) 66. 
17  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 63-65. 
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Mardrus as, firstly, she was paid for her poetry and secondly the subject matter 

the newspaper covered was considered radical by her conservative family. This 

was a revelation to her as it was with this payment she realised for the first time 

that she could earn a living by writing. Her father did not approve of writing as a 

career for his youngest daughter as it was considered scandalous for a 

bourgeois woman to earn money, this being seen as akin to prostitution. La 

Fronde resolutely published articles on child labour, prostitution, venereal 

disease and workers’ rates of pay and conditions amongst other subjects of 

interest not only to women but also to men. However, even from this early stage 

Delarue-Mardrus was not at all interested in or concerned about activist politics, 

which she considered to be “une affaire d’hommes.”18 She found herself in a 

difference of opinion with the majority of her colleagues at La Fronde who 

thought Alfred Dreyfus a martyr: in discussions at home, influenced by her 

father, she had come to believe he was a traitor. She never considered herself 

a militant feminist advocating political emancipation but her novels confront 

societal conventions about women, their experiences and the imbalance in 

gender relationships in French society. As Pauline Newman-Gordon points out 

she was quite aware of women’s vulnerable position, especially prostitutes and 

abused women. Her femininity was not suppressed but used in freely expressing 

“feeling, intellect, and sensuality.19  

 

Lucie Delarue challenged conventions partly because of her own rather 

ambiguous sexuality. In Mes mémoires, she recalls that she had several 

flirtations with men and remarks that she was quite disappointed that kissing a 

man did not thrill her, especially after being informed by a visiting friend of all the 

details relevant to her sister’s wedding night.20 As an adolescent and young 

woman she was attracted to several older women but did not pursue them 

except for a friend of her mother’s, Impéria de Heredia, wife of José-Maria de 

Heredia, the poet. She was an aristocratic, cultured and artistic woman who 

returned Lucie’s interest but it was quickly stifled for fear of discovery by Lucie’s 

                                                           
18  Plat (1994) 49. 
19  Pauline Newman-Gordon. “Lucie Delarue Mardrus 1874-1945”. Ed. Eva Martin Sartori & 

Dorothy W Zimmerman.  French Women Writers. A Bio-Bibliographical Source Book. New 
York: Greenwood Press, 1991.108-120.114. 

20  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 67. 
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father.21 This encounter was a defining moment in Lucie Delarue’s life and 

remained a most treasured memory, an innocent but passionately felt emotion 

and the point of reference for all other sexual encounters, both real and fictitious. 

 

In May 1900 twenty-six year old Lucie Delarue, by now very beautiful met the 

exotic Dr Joseph Charles Mardrus who was nearly twice her age, at a literary 

dinner in Paris at the home of her friend Marie Bengesco. This meeting, where 

the sophisticated Mardrus listened to Lucie reciting her poetry, undoubtedly 

changed her life. He saw in this beautiful, unknown poet a treasure to be kept 

for himself, a naïve intellect that he could mould and develop into his own 

creation if he was married to her. As Paul Leroy states: 

[Le Dr Mardrus] purifia, clarifia son style et l’amena à la littérature 
active. Parfois il l’imposa aux revues et journaux dans la décevante 
période des débuts. Il a négligé son œuvre personelle pour 
s’intéresser à celle de la Princesse Amande, la fée normande.22 

 
Dr Joseph-Charles Mardrus was born in Cairo in 1848 of Caucasian parents 

originally from Armenia. His background was atypical of the Parisian literati but 

he was familiar with literary aspirations and publication from an early age. He 

studied Arabic literature and the Classics in Beirut, completed his medical 

training at the Sorbonne in 1895 and was fêted in literary Paris for his acclaimed 

sixteen volume translation of Le Livre des mille nuits et une nuit (The Book of 

the Thousand Nights and One Night, 1899–1904).23 For this sophisticated  

experienced man Lucie was the Scheherazade of his literary work and ironically 

she would have to keep story telling after her divorce to survive. After a period 

as a ship’s doctor in South East Asia and the Middle East, he settled 

permanently in Paris in 1899 where he frequented literary gatherings with, 

amongst others, André Gide, Jean Cocteau, Marcel Schwob and Maurice 

Maeterlinck, to whom he dedicated various volumes of his translation. His 

eclectic background and theatrical demeanour coincided with Lucie’s imagined 

ideal of romantic life, so despite the seventeen years difference in their ages and 

the fact that she hardly knew him, she agreed to marry him. This caused much 

anxiety for her mother and sisters because of her ingenuousness and 

dependence on her family for emotional support. Her memoirs record that she 
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22  Leroy (1936) 160. 
23  Joseph-Charles Mardrus. Le Livre des mille nuits et une nuit. Paris: Ed. Revue Blanche, 1900. 
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was “une créature aveuglée” 24 with no idea of how to run a household or how 

to manage a husband. It was essentially a mutual but purely intellectual 

attraction that they pursued in their subsequent marriage, with Mardrus entirely 

managing Lucie’s life and to a large extent her literary output. Mardrus shielded 

her from real life as she feared losing her talent to domestic distractions. In fact, 

in her marriage she had less freedom than as a single woman to pursue 

whatever she wished. This contrasted markedly to the marriage of Marcelle and 

Julien Tinayre which had given Marcelle Tinayre an entry into the bohemian 

Parisian milieu with all the literary contacts to facilitate her career. 

 

Lucie Delarue and Mardrus were married in the St Roch Church in Paris on the 

5th of June 1900, one month after they met. They wore modern cycling outfits 

insisted upon by Mardrus, and Lucie wore many of the jewels Mardrus had 

brought from the East. This set the tone for their unconventional marriage and 

lifestyle. Wearing trousers was un délit, and was strictly enforced for women 

unless riding a horse or a bicycle.25 Salonnière cross-dressers were protected 

from prosecution as their activities took place in private homes exempt from legal 

constraints. At times a rather arrogant man, Mardrus was mockingly called JC26 

by his detractors and she called him L’Oeil as she felt he was always observing 

her. As her promoter and mentor he devised strategies to advance Lucie as a 

poet and writer to benefit them both financially and in the literary society in Paris. 

He had a ferocious temper and he was a perfectionist who could not cope with 

disorder. His eccentricities annoyed his neighbours and the couple had few 

close friends.27 However, unlike Willy and Colette, Mardrus was always 

generous in his praise of Delarue-Mardrus’s talent. He avowed she was the best 

poet of her generation, calling her La Princesse Amande because of her 

beautiful pale skin and stunning appearance, like one of the beautiful 

protagonists in Dr Mardrus’s translations. 

 

Mardrus’s promotion of his wife’s writing was instrumental in La Revue blanche 

accepting her first volume of poetry, Occident, in October 1901.28 This 

                                                           
24  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 114. 
25  Bard. Une histoire politique du pantalon (2010) 218. 
26  JC were his initials but ironically implied ‘Jesus Christ.’ 
27  Plat (1994) 92. 
28  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. Occident. Paris: Éditions de la Revue blanche, 1901. 
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assistance from a male mentor was not uncommon in the Belle Epoque as many 

women including Marcelle Tinayre and Colette Yver, had been aided to publish 

their work by husbands or male friends. Occident was well received but Lucie 

Delarue-Mardrus was disappointed as she thought the accolades were because 

of her husband’s standing in the literary world: he had published at the same 

time a volume of his translation, dedicated to Delarue-Mardrus. She always felt 

her poetic talent to be less than that of Anna de Noailles and later she felt her 

novels were less acclaimed than those of Colette. Both of these authors rather 

mocked her as a “petite fille.”29 However, Mardrus was pleased at the reception 

of her poems and did not understand her reluctance to be in the company of 

literary people. Her discomfort in public was exacerbated as she felt humiliated 

when Jean Lorrain30  wrote an ironic, coded review of Delarue-Mardrus’s recital 

at Count Robert de Montesquiou’s ‘Pavilion of Muses’ in Le Journal as a 

retaliation for a perceived slight to Anna de Noailles. Nonetheless, as a result of 

Mardrus’s continuing role in mentoring his wife’s writing, she was able to devote 

herself to writing volumes of poetry, her preferred genre. However, her self-

perception of inadequacy was long held and added to her melancholy and 

depression in later life. 

 

In 1902 Delarue-Mardrus made the acquaintance of the poet Renée Vivien 

(1877-1909)31 and the American socialite, Natalie Barney who initiated a salon 

known as Les Amazones. Although only acquaintances, Renée Vivien greatly 

admired Delarue-Mardrus’s poetry. This circle was known for independent and 

lesbian associations within a creative milieu centred at Natalie Barney’s home 

initially in Neuilly and then from 1909 at 20 Rue Jacob.32 Few of them married 

and subsequently Natalie Barney and Delarue-Mardrus had a brief but 

passionate love affair during the early years of her marriage to Dr Mardrus. 

When Lucie realised that she was not Natalie’s only lover, she became 

depressed and ‘les Mardrus’ travelled to North Africa where they spent time in 

between visits to France until 1906. Delarue-Mardrus became fluent in Arabic 

and began to write travel articles for various French women’s magazines. Once 

                                                           
29  Plat (1994) 79. 
30 Jean Lorrain (1855-1906) poet and novelist of the Symbolist school. 
31 Renée Vivien (1877-1909) Nom de plume of British-born Symbolist poet Pauline Mary Tarn 
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32  Benstock (1986) 79. 
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regaining her equanimity she was able once again to write creatively. Mardrus 

kept his wife in the public eye by sending photographs of her dressed in Oriental 

garb to Parisian magazines such as such as Femina, La Vie heureuse and La 

Revue blanche.33 On their return to Paris, Delarue-Mardrus joined the jury of the 

first La Vie heureuse prize and then in 1906 the Mardruses went to North Africa 

again. Her notoriety grew with the publication of conventional short stories, her 

passionate travel articles and her third volume of poems Horizons, which had 

subtle Sapphic tones.34 

 

With this success Mardrus encouraged Delarue-Mardrus to widen her output 

and subsequently, her first novel, Marie fille-mère was published in 1908, first in 

serial form in Le Journal as a roman feuilleton. Written a little later than the other 

novels of the Belle Epoque that have been discussed in previous chapters, this 

novel is very different in theme, tone and setting from La Maison du péché, Les 

Cervelines and Princesses de science. The main theme of motherhood in Marie 

fille-mère contrasts significantly with the life Delarue-Mardrus was leading at this 

time in literary circles, travelling in exotic places and protected by an enthusiastic 

if controlling husband. The novel is based on the tragic life of a young unmarried 

servant girl who had worked for the Delarues in Normandy.35 The novel may be 

seen as underlining Delarue-Mardrus’s own personal antipathy to maternity as 

at this time. She was adamant she would not have children; the life she led and 

her ambiguous sexual orientation caused her to fear maternity and equate it with 

servitude.36 In the collection Par vents et marées the poem Cri des femmes dans 

la nuit encapsulates this fear which pervades much of her literary output. Dr 

Mardrus, too, did not want his wife to have a child in case she lost her beauty 

and her ability to write.37 He invited Lucie’s former lover and friend, Natalie 

Barney, to bear a child for them but she refused graciously as she did not want 

the burden of children either. Later she commented: 

Que je portasse son enfant à la place de sa femme, à qui son œuvre 
littéraire n'en laissait pas le temps, lui semblait la chose la plus 

                                                           
33  For example, see the cover of La Vie heureuse July 1906 No 7. Lucie is seated on a camel 

dressed like a spahi in the desert of Tunisia. 
34  Plat (1994) 129. 
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naturelle du monde. Mais ma nature encore une fois s'opposa et, 
malgré mon oisiveté et l'honneur qu'il me faisait, je dus refuser.38 
 

As with the previous writers discussed, this chapter focuses on perceived 

themes and changes in Lucie Delarue-Mardrus’ representations of women 

during her career as a writer, which entailed the creation of a range of 

protagonists not explored by either Marcelle Tinayre or Colette Yver. That 

Delarue-Mardrus chose unmarried motherhood and its consequences for the 

theme of her first major novel is an indication of the importance legitimate 

motherhood held in French bourgeois society of 1908 and for Delarue-Mardrus 

herself. Motherhood was considered by both the Republican State and the 

Catholic Church to be the foundation of a stable society and it was regarded as 

women’s main social function. Mothers were expected to nurture, educate and 

watch over children, especially girls so that they remained virtuous and virginal, 

with all the attributes that would contribute to their marriageability, the 

quintessence of a good woman’s role in society. Bourgeois women were not 

expected to want to work outside the home as has been shown by the difficulties 

experienced by Dr Jeanne Boerk in Colette Yver’s novel Les Cervelines and Dr 

Thérèse Herlinger in Princesses de science. However, working class and 

peasant women had been forced to work in small businesses and in domestic 

service in the cities and on family farms in the country for many years out of 

economic necessity. These women experienced exploitation and hardship in 

various ways with little or no choice in their lives. As a single mother-to-be, Marie 

Avenel, the main female protagonist of Marie fille-mère, embodies this aspect of 

rural life in France.39 Ann Taylor-Allen has pointed out that “patriarchal laws of 

marriage condemned married mothers to subordination and unmarried mothers 

to destitution and disgrace” and inflicted harsh punishment on the illegitimate 

child. 40 

 

This novel is a social critique of the plight of unmarried pregnant country women 

as illegitimate children were socially unacceptable, incurring loss of 

respectability and diminishing marriage prospects for a single mother. This 
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conventionally structured novel with a scandalous title exposes a side of 

motherhood not often written about in literature in early twentieth-century France 

but it was a topic of great debate amongst concerned welfare activists.41 The 

moral code that was punitive for unmarried mothers but that turned a blind eye 

to male sexual behaviour is exposed as hypocrisy. However despite the 

opprobrium of illegitimacy, the response to the grievous loss of men during the 

disastrous Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871), meant that assisting single 

mothers in the years 1900-1912, could help increase the population. Reform 

was difficult. Senator Paul Strauss (1852-1942) advocated state welfare for 

women and children and tried to bring in la recherche de maternité for mothers 

but was howled down in the Senate as politicians felt women had already lost 

their honour by falling pregnant outside marriage. To Strauss the protection of 

women and children was in the national interest. Feminists believed aid for poor 

neglected children through a Caisse de la maternité was essential.42 It could 

address the fact that illegitimate children died at twice the rate of legitimate ones 

at this time in France. Many of the babies born to single mothers died of 

infections and poor birthing conditions which pro-natalists wished to ameliorate. 

The bereaved mothers were often then used as wet-nurses by their employers 

or bourgeois women who did not wish to breastfeed their children, often with 

disastrous consequences as experienced by Thérèse Herlinge in Princesses de 

science.43 

 

The vivid account of a young woman’s deplorable suffering and oppression as 

a result of her maternity without marriage confronted contemporary readers. Part 

One of Marie fille-mère paints a portrait of an innocent and ignorant country girl, 

Marie Avenel, who is seduced and made pregnant by the local landowner’s son, 

called le fils Budin. She realises too late that he is like the animals and that the 

gentleness of nature is an illusion (MFM27). As she is a poor farmer’s daughter, 

le fils Budin cannot and will not marry her; she is forced to go to Paris to have 

the child so that her family will not be shamed by her ‘immoral’ behaviour. She 

is obliged to live with an aunt who despises her and she has to work for a woman 
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who pays very little and humiliates her. This was a common enough occurrence 

in France of the Belle Epoque where women, especially poor country women, 

had few rights over their property and even less right to claim the paternity for a 

child born out of wedlock. Eventually in 1912, four years after Marie fille-mère 

was published, the French government reinstated a woman’s right to bring a 

paternity suit known as “la recherche de paternité” which had not been allowed 

under the Code Napoléon.44 

 

In the Belle Epoque motherhood was glorified by a patriarchal society as the 

most worthy occupation for women. It was strongly allied to the Christian code 

of sexual morality as the stabilising force in the family. The hypocrisy and 

injustice towards unmarried mothers became a rallying point for social reformers 

such as anti-clerical Madeleine Pelletier who campaigned for certain maternity 

hospitals in Paris to allow women to give birth anonymously.45 They were 

supported by Mutualités Maternelles, a society that helped both married and 

unmarried mothers.46 It should be noted that politicians, not doctors, were the 

proponents of most humane reforms and welfare initiatives in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries.47 Tragically, in Marie fille-mère there is no societal 

or financial support for seventeen-year-old Marie until she goes into hospital for 

the birth. As the narrator remarks: “[L]a société châtie celui qui tue, mais non 

pas celui qui donne la vie” (MFM87). 

 

Marie fille-mère is set in rural Normandy and the protagonists use Norman 

dialect in their conversations. This accentuates the apparent divide between 

rural France and more sophisticated metropolitan Paris but unites them in the 

sentiment that illegitimacy is unacceptable in both spheres. Throughout the 

novel the fear of men and their power in early twentieth-century society is 

emphasised. Marie Avenel is the victim of male oppression by her father, her 

lover and subsequent rapist, her brother, her son, albeit unwittingly, and 

                                                           
44  Perrot (1987) 53. 
45  Madeleine Pelletier (1874-1939) French psychiatrist and leading French socialist feminist. 

She wrote many pamphlets promoting women’s rights and edited La Suffragiste. She was 
celibate and wore men’s clothes although not a lesbian, challenging gender identity. She 
supported abortion and birth control which put her at odds with the established medical 
profession and the Catholic Church. 
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eventually her husband. As a child Marie is terrified of her morose, monosyllabic 

father whom “l’on craint de mettre en colère, [car sa] face [est] comme la face 

de Dieu” (MFM6). Once she is pregnant not even her mother dares to tell her 

husband of the predicament. The use of the omniscient narrator enables 

Delarue-Mardrus to give opinions that Marie is unable to voice due to her lack 

of education and peasant naivety. These opinions concern the different attitudes 

of men and women towards each other. They may be seen as representing 

Delarue-Mardrus’s views on sexuality and heterosexual relationships, as: 

“l’éternelle séparation qui partage tous les êtres de la terre en deux races 

distinctes, jetées l’une contre l’autre en une guerre sans fin” (MFM42) and 

consequently as a battleground for female independence. 

 

The young farmer Budin is never given a first name in the novel and is always 

referred to as le fils Budin. This partial anonymity emphasises the menace that 

lurks in Everyman for an unwary naive woman. The rural setting enhances the 

animalistic aspect of sex which Marie understands from her work on the farm 

but in her innocence she does not perceive it in le fils Budin until too late. The 

narrator warns that the flight of female animals from the male is not a vanity but 

“un instinct d’éviter le rôle douloureux de perpétuer l’espèce” (MFM20). Other 

examples of animal behaviour such as the description of the cock and hens and 

Marie’s examination of the male rabbit expand the parallel between her 

awakening emotions and instinctual animal behaviour (MFM4). 

 

The treatment of Marie by le fils Budin relates to the ancient custom of the droit 

de seigneur which embodies the weight and violence of male power in rural 

society still present in 1900. Le fils Budin feels he has the right to use Marie for 

his pleasure and she is flattered by this rich man’s attention. Instinctively though, 

she keeps it a secret, with the uneasy feeling that it is not something to be shared 

with her family. After he brutally rapes her, shattering her illusions of romantic 

love, she is bereft but even then cannot reveal what has happened as the loss 

of her virginity renders her unmarriageable. Marie is angry and ashamed but 

when le fils Budin sees her again and humbly begs forgiveness, she is very 

relieved. As he is the only other person who knows their secret, she wrongly 

surmises he loves her and foolishly continues the relationship, which results in 
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Marie becoming pregnant. When she tells le fils Budin, the future does not look 

promising for her as there is no possibility le fils Budin will marry her. He is the 

landowner’s son and Marie’s father could not provide a dowry large enough to 

make her valuable as a wife. Marie knows that “plus que tous les autres, les 

hommes de sa classe sont entiers, intransigeants, et que, pour eux, la réputation 

est quelque chose de plus important que le Bonheur” (MFM100). In early 

twentieth-century France class distinction was very important and nowhere more 

than in the provinces. In the eyes of a patriarchal society Eve, the seductress, is 

always to blame for her own downfall. 

 

With no hope of marriage to save her family from gossip and ridicule. Marie’s 

fear of her father’s wrath is paramount as the narrator points out: “La peur native 

qu’elle avait pour lui s’était tellement amplifiée depuis sa faute !”(MFM49). Marie 

leaves Normandy, pretending to her father that she has been invited to a well 

paid position in Paris. However before leaving, to punish le fils Budin for his 

repudiation of her, Marie informs his rich fiancée, Marie Legrix, of her pregnancy 

causing Legrix to break off the engagement. It is Marie Avenel’s only moment of 

triumph before suffering further agony and humiliation in Paris. There Marie is 

no better off as she goes to her brother, Alexandre, who has left the farm long 

ago after an irreparable quarrel with his overbearing father. He and his wife live 

with his aunt Maltide. Marie is not welcome in this home as her pending 

illegitimate motherhood is a source of shame here too. Nevertheless, the 

anonymity Paris affords means she can conceal the pregnancy and work as a 

domestic servant and in a café to earn a living. Alexandre’s wife too, is pregnant 

and the contrast between attitudes to the pair of women is marked: 

Ah ! comme Marie a senti l’horreur de sa situation, le soir de son 
arrivée, alors que la femme d’Alexandre montrait avec fierté son 
ventre de femme mariée, ce ventre sans corset, étalé comme un 
triomphe, tandis que Marie elle, dissimulait, dans des baleines 
cruelles, la honte de sa grossesse illégitime ! (MFM120) 

 
One pregnancy is celebrated, the other is condemned. This will be elaborated 

on later in regard to L’Ange et le pervers, written by Delarue-Mardrus in 1930, 

which further illustrates that attitudes towards marriage and gender equality had 

not greatly improved for women even after the Great War. 
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Marie feels no attachment to the child growing in her because she has to pay a 

high price for this maternity. No one offers her sympathy or comfort until she is 

in hospital when the baby is born. For her this child is a source not only of shame 

but of rapid physical deterioration from unrelenting work and poor food: 

Il semble, de plus en plus, que son visage se soit creusé, comme si 
sa vigueur et sa fraîcheur avaient été pompées où profit du petit 
humain qui se développe dans son ventre (…) ses grands cheveux 
fauves, quand elle les coiffe, restent par paquets dans les dents du 
peigne; et, le long de ses flancs trop gonflés, sur ses cuisses 
fatiguées, cent miniscules veines, en éclatant, ont dessiné à même 
la peau charmante et pure de zigzaguants et laids réseaux bleus 
(MFM135). 

Her poor physical condition is seen by all as an indictment of her lax morals. It 

also reflects Delarue-Mardrus’s fear of the loss of her own beauty through 

pregnancy and childbirth. 

 

Marie’s unsatisfactory experiences have made her avoid familiarity with male 

customers in the café because she “fuyait leur regard amusé et galant, car elle 

avait acquis pour toujours la terreur de l’homme” (MFM127). Marie is poorly paid 

and this situation deteriorates further when despite her tight corseting, her 

employer sees that she is pregnant. Her wages are lowered and she is berated 

by the other domestic workers as well. There is no feminine solidarity among 

these women; all are grateful they are not in this predicament and condemn 

Marie’s morals rather than those of the man who made her pregnant. Delarue-

Mardrus underlines how a hypocritical conservative society perpetuates male 

power over women who are likely to suffer poverty for any transgression and 

loss of respectability. 

 

Marie’s labour starts in a goat stable invoking comparison with Christ’s birth as 

for him too there was no place to rest. She has nowhere to go and no one to 

help her. It is only when Marie eventually gets to hospital that “elle avait senti 

que ces mains et ces yeux étaient pleins de science, chastes, graves et que ces 

gestes allaient l’aider dans le dur labeur d’accouchement” (MFM154) which 

contrasts with the derision and distress she has suffered throughout the ordeal.48 

All the stages of labour are graphically illustrated with the contractions and the 
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pain. To substantiate her writing about childbirth, Delarue-Mardrus experienced 

several weeks as a ‘medical student’ in the hospital Baudelocque under 

Professor Pinard.49 He is the model for the male doctor lecturing students on 

childbirth as Marie gives birth in the adjoining ward. These emotionally charged 

events for Marie are contrasted markedly with the scientific discourse and 

opinion of the doctor who tells his students: “La femme qui n’enfante pas n’est 

qu’un bel écrin vide; elle est une manière de monstre”(sic)(MFM157). 

Disturbingly, this male obstetrician, with no personal experience of giving birth, 

reinforces the patriarchal view that without motherhood women are monsters by 

not fulfilling their supposedly natural function. In her representation of women, 

Delarue-Mardrus emphasises that women should be able to choose 

motherhood, not have it forced upon them. 

 

 Marie is surprised that despite her miserable pregnancy and poor social 

conditions, she feels a deep surge of love for her new-born son, Alexandre, 

when she sees him for the first time. Ambiguously, Delarue-Mardrus confirms 

through the narrator the unsubstantiated traditional view that maternal love is 

natural and passionate for mothers and returned by their infants whose imagined 

feelings are expressed by the narrator: 

Je suis ton enfant. Une crise d’amour ininterrompue t’unit à moi; c’est, 
entre nous deux, une grande passion innocente et sans spasme, 
sinon celui qui t’a tordue tout un jour pour me metre au monde ?(…) 
Mon cœur a battu dans ton ventre… Je suis ton enfant (MFM168). 

 
Although research has shown that there is no instinctual basis for human 

motherhood this view was promoted by pro-natalists and some feminists at this 

time.50 In 1900 the International Congress on the Conditions and the Rights of 

Women argued that the establishment of a caisse publique de la maternité to 

subsidise the needs of mothers was a necessity in all civilised countries.51 This 

was necessary as population growth became seen as a sign of the political 

strength of the nation.52 Marie’s unexpected joyous response is emotional and 

ultimately erroneous: it is an illusion of happiness that masks the underlying 
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violence of Marie’s rape and pregnancy, a happiness which she will find 

impossible to sustain (MFM167). As predicted the joy does not last long as her 

aunt, Maltide, visits Marie in the hospital. Alexandre’s wife has had a stillborn 

boy and the family wants to take Marie’s son as a replacement for him. They 

insist that she work for them in the family shop and act as his aunt. Although the 

hospital has offered her assistance Marie agrees for the good of her son who 

has now become of paramount importance in her life. 

 

In Part Two of the novel, which takes place five years later, Delarue-Mardrus 

dissects another of women’s dilemmas, the dichotomy between maternal love 

and sexual fulfilment. Marie is still working with the family and the essential deep 

tension over Alexandre’s position in the family remains strong. Her brother and 

aunt persuade a Sicilian mason, Natale Fanella, to marry Marie as they want to 

keep the boy from her. As Natale is Sicilian and does not speak good French, 

Marie’s brother Alexandre and Maltide see him as easily duped into this 

marriage which will help them keep the child. Marie, who has avoided any sexual 

relationships since the birth of Alexandre, does not want to marry him as she is 

afraid of men but in a moment of weakness she confesses to him that Alexandre 

is her son. With pressure from all sides and desperate to claim the boy as her 

son they marry against her better judgement. By marrying, Marie hopes to attain 

the all important virtue of the petite bourgeoisie, respectability, and to be able to 

acknowledge Alexandre openly. Confident in his love for Marie, Natale agrees 

to have the boy live with them after the wedding. However, Natale and little 

Alexandre do not like each other; they see each other as rivals for Marie’s 

affection as even though he does not know Marie is his mother, Alexandre has 

always been very close to his ‘aunt’ and does not want Natale in his life. 

 

Delarue-Mardrus portrays once again how male dominance in society affects 

women in a negative way. In order to hold her affection, Natale has furnished 

the apartment with everything Marie could want materially. Delarue-Mardrus 

indicates the hope of a new beginning for Marie in naming the Sicilian Natale 

meaning birth. Initially Natale’s financial resources seem to Marie to be an 

escape from poverty and the reliance on her brother and malicious aunt. It could 

also be a means of reclaiming her child as she would be considered respectable 
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by society. However with her marriage, Marie’s long held maternal instincts 

conflict with her now awakened desire for normal sexual fulfilment.  She is 

horrified to find that even after all this time avoiding men, that she is sensually 

and sexually attracted to Natale. In reality, he wants her as a wife and does not 

want to share her with the boy. Natale sees Alexandre as an adversary in his 

desire for Marie’s total affection. She is overwhelmed by the guilt of her sexual 

desire. The presence of Alexandre is not conducive to love-making in their small 

apartment which overlooks Notre Dame Cathedral. Ironically, she realises too 

late that she hates Natale’s foreignness and his sexual power over her which 

consequently undermines her established relationship with her son. Although 

Church doctrine is not overtly invoked in the novel, the apartment overlooks the 

grey stone cathedral and contributes to her feeling of guilt and despair at solving 

this situation. Background references with religious connotations emphasise the 

perceived sin Marie has committed by having an illegitimate child but also her 

struggle to accommodate her feelings for the child and her own now awakened 

desire for sexual pleasure (MFM337). She has become trapped by Natale who 

satisfies her sexual desire and although now respectably married, Marie is 

overwhelmed by the conflict of the emotions of sexual desire and maternal love. 

For Delarue-Mardrus there seems to be no solution to the fundamental question 

of life-long female subservience to male power, both financial and sexual, as 

men are shown as uncompromising and violent. She does however portray 

Natale as a foreigner which sets him apart from the other male characters, 

perhaps excusing his violence in some way. 

 

In an attempt to escape Natale, Marie takes Alexandre to her mother on the farm 

in Normandy. This is a futile attempt to escape as although she is now 

respectably married, she no longer fits into provincial society because her 

experiences in Paris have irrevocably changed her outlook and acceptance of 

rural life. With no financial means of surviving and an ongoing need for sexual 

satisfaction, Marie and Alexandre return to Natale in Paris. She feels very guilty 

that she has returned to this man “que tout son cœur déteste, mais que toute sa 

chair appelle” (MFM345). 
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For a short time there is a lull in the battle between Natale and Alexandre but 

Alexandre’s presence creates an increasingly uneasy tension in the household. 

He mocks Natale’s ignorance of French history but it is his only refuge because 

“il a tout à fait peur de ce grand Natale aux yeux de feu” (MFM343). After some 

weeks this is an unsatisfactory arrangement as Marie desperately tries to 

balance the needs of her son, her husband and ultimately herself. Natale 

aggressively accuses Marie of neglecting him for her son when he comes home 

to find them singing French songs together, which he perceives as excluding 

him from the relationship. During a further confrontation Natale threatens to 

make Marie pregnant but Marie mocks him saying that he would not know if the 

child was his as perhaps she had been with someone when she went to the 

country. This infuriates Natale and at this point, Marie tells Alexandre that she is 

in fact really his mother. Natale is so angry with the boy’s ecstatic reaction as he 

clings to his mother that he attacks Marie. Alexandre tries to defend her and 

Natale stabs and kills the young boy with his Italian knife. Marie is so overcome 

by grief and horror that she collapses and dies with her son. This violent ending 

to the work emphasises Delarue-Mardrus’s point that men exercise power not 

only socially and financially but also physically through rape and murder. The 

narrator concludes that as Marie had no means of escape: “Créature sans 

défense contre la fatalité physiologique qui pèse sur les femmes, elle meurt 

comme elle a vécu, victime de désir masculin” (MFM336). Marie Avenel’s 

seduction and subsequent maternity, before having a satisfactory sexual 

relationship, caused her fiercely conflicting emotions. Marie’s foreign husband 

cannot accommodate her situation by accepting Alexandre as a partner rather 

than as a rival for Marie’s affection. Natale’s inability to compromise provides 

another example of Delarue-Mardrus’s view of men as intransigent and selfish.53 

 

Delarue-Mardrus initially portrays androcentric control in the plight of the 

unmarried mother and subsequently in the dilemma women face in 

acknowledging sexual feelings. Mesch observes that Marie embodies the 

irresolvable pleasure/pain dialectic in her struggle for sexual self determination 

and she is distinguished by her growing consciousness of a female sexuality 

                                                           
53  For example: Augustin de Chanteprie in La Maison du péché; Dr Jean Cécile in Les 

Cervelines, and Dr Fernande Guéméné in Princesses de science. 
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removed from procreative goals.54 However, I suggest that with the death of 

Marie, Delarue-Mardrus acknowledges that there is a high price to pay for sexual 

pleasure. This normal female desire is initially accepted by Natale who then 

wants Marie to deny her previously established maternal bond. As Marie is 

unable to reject her child, Natale uses force to solve this impasse to the 

detriment of the woman and child.  The novel may also be perceived as an 

important exposé of the ambiguity of Delarue-Mardrus’s own feelings towards 

maternity and sexuality as she could portray the unmarried mother 

sympathetically without desiring maternity herself and she could describe 

heterosexual sex with drama and tension that she herself had always found 

difficult.55  

 

The novel was well received. As the literary critic of Minerva wrote: “La 

robustesse de sa plume, l’acuité de sa vision, la vigueur de sa psychologie 

obligèrent la critique à un aveu: l’homme n’a plus le monopole du roman réaliste 

et Marie fille-mère est une fresque.”56 Her friend Myriam Harry, winner of the 

first Vie heureuse prize wrote: 

Marie fille-mère tracé de cette écriture fine, cursive, féminine et 
pourtant dardée de traits acérés. (…) Ce roman vaut à son directeur 
récriminations et désabonnements de la clientèle bourgeoise, mais 
majore incalculablement le nombre des lecteurs au numéro.57 

 
However Larnac was less enthusiastic about her novel: “Poète, elle a écrit, 

romancière, elle s’est un peu éparpillée, et c’est dommage, car certains de ses 

livres sont fort beaux.”58 Women wrote letters applauding her novel and Le 

Journal was delighted as the serial increased its circulation. Between 1912 and 

1914, Lucie Delarue-Mardrus was one of the best known women in Paris.59 Her 

exotic travels and her androgynous beauty made her sought after by artists and 

writers. However, Dr Mardrus had fallen in love with a young woman known as 

Cobrette and he and Lucie drifted apart. Her loneliness was compounded after 

                                                           
54   Rachel Mesch. “Sexual Healing: Power and Pleasure in Fin de Siècle Women’s Writing.” Ed. 

David Evans & Kate Griffith. Pleasure and Pain in Nineteenth-Century French Literature and 
Culture. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2008. 161. 

55  In Mes mémoires (1938) Lucie describes her wedding as “Cette noce resta dans la ligne 
exigée par mon mari, c’est-à-dire qu’elle eut lieu dans la plus stricte intimité.” 116-117. 

56  Anonyme. Minerva No. 1, 5 July 1925, 2. 
57  Myriam Harry. Mon amie, Lucie Delarue Mardrus. Paris: Ariane, 1946. 27. 
58  Jean Larnac. Histoire de la littérature féminine en France. Paris: Éditions Kra.1929. 228. 
59  Plat (1994)149. 
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her final separation and divorce in 1915 from Dr Mardrus, who had been her 

financial protector, intellectual equal and mentor.60 

 

In the following years, as war approached, Delarue-Mardrus was often left to her 

own devices in le Pavillon de la Reine, her home in Normandy, where she wrote 

several volumes of poetry, the play Sapho désespérée,61 and some novels 

which were successful financially. Her writing was now her livelihood. In Mes 

mémoires, she states: “J’étais capable désormais, de gagner ma vie toute seule 

avec mes écrits.”62 She wrote articles, including one published in                                                                                                   

Femina which advocated allowing women to wear trousers, not on the grounds 

of women’s rights as she said: “J’ai l’horreur du féminisme”– but for 

convenience, especially when riding a bicycle.63 Her life was again about to 

change direction with her involvement in the war effort. Un roman civil en 1914, 

the second novel I will discuss was published in 1916 and represents Delarue-

Mardrus’s contribution to women’s wartime writing. Loosely based on the 

relationship of Dr. Doyen and his wife Suzy, both acquaintances of Delarue-

Mardrus, it is considered a work resulting from her experiences as a Red Cross 

nurse in Hospital Number Thirteen in Honfleur during the first year of the Great 

War. She writes: “J’ai essayé, dans Un roman civil en 1914, écrit, pour ainsi dire, 

d’après nature, de capter l’air que nous respirions aux premiers jours de la 

guerre.”64 

 

At the beginning of the war, the French government prevailed on authors and 

journalists, both men and women, to write encouraging support for the War. 

However, most war novels by French women have been discounted in the 

canonical review of war literature.65 Were they later deemed flawed and 

essentially propaganda by male literary historians and critics? Annette Becker 

has argued that the testimonies of many victims of the Great War, including 

women, have been overlooked because of the prominence given to combatants’ 

                                                           
60   Dr Mardrus later married his second wife Cobrette who had been his mistress for some years. 
61  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 182. 
62  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 200. 
63  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. “Impressions de vacances en Normandie.” Femina, 15 August 1910. 

It was illegal for women to wear trousers in Paris until the law was repealed in January 
2013.The law had been amended in 1909 to allow women to wear trousers when cycling or 
horse riding  

64  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 190. 
65  Cru (1993). 
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témoignage of their experiences.66 It is therefore relevant to consider this 

wartime novel as part of my study of the representation of women as French 

women have been under represented in the socio-cultural history of the Great 

War. Given that Delarue-Mardrus had first hand knowledge of working in a 

hospital with the wounded, this detailed portrayal of women coping under difficult 

circumstances gives depth to the current knowledge of French women’s 

activities in wartime. Despite her own antipathy towards motherhood Delarue-

Mardrus ardently supported women raped and made pregnant by German 

soldiers during the war. She did not advocate abortion but the acceptance of the 

child as deserving to be French. Rabaut reports her opininion: “Conçu en 

France, né en France, nourri de lait français, n’ayant pour parent qu’une mère 

qui sera française, on devra le garder.”67 Although motherhood is not the theme 

of Un roman civil, this sentiment shows her interest in women’s welfare during 

the war. 

 

As most French Great War novels retained in the canon were written by men 

about the trench experience, it is salient to observe the title, Un roman civil en 

1914. This novel is specifically about the civilian aspect of the first year of the 

Great War, which balances the many novels of military experiences. Ironically, 

most soldiers in the Great War were ‘citizen-soldiers,’ meaning they were not 

professional soldiers but men conscripted to serve their country. A war cannot 

be fought without home front support so women and men not conscripted served 

in different but nevertheless extremely important positions in industry and 

agriculture. Delarue-Mardrus’s novel does not purport to be a novel of the 

trenches but clearly illustrates the reality of civilian life during the war. It depicts 

aspects of life behind the lines as it was, with all the frustrations and fears of the 

unknown; waiting for news of loved ones, waiting for the wounded to arrive, 

waiting for the war to end. These fears and uncertainties were reflected in 

Delarue-Mardrus’ own life at the beginning of the war. 

 

In August 1914, Dr Mardrus had been conscripted as médecin–major to a 

medical team in Paris and this public separation allowed the couple to devise a 

                                                           
66  Becker (1998) 17. 
67  Jean Rabaut. “Lucie Delarue-Mardrus, Normande et Amazone.” Communication au 

Colloques des historiens normands. 29 October 1984. BMD DOS DEL. 
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fairly amicable divorce.68 She would not herself have initiated it as she regarded 

‘l’Oeil’ as her stabilising influence and throughout her life would rely on him often 

to help her financially despite his remarriage. She retained the house at Honfleur 

during the war while he lived in the Paris apartment when he was on leave. 

Lucie’s personal mourning included the loss of her nephew Marc, son of her 

eldest sister Marguerite, who was killed in March 1915, and his brother Jean, 

who died a few months later of typhoid in Serbia.69 This sense of loss pervades 

the novel so despite not being situated in the war zone, the theme and tone both 

clearly evoke the personal and public catastrophe experienced by French 

civilians, especially in regard to the death of soldiers and the return of the 

wounded. Civilian and women’s experiences are not written about by male 

authors and O’Brien has remarked that women’s novels of the Great War help 

“to fill the silence which has typified women’s wartime response in traditional 

surveys of the 1914-1918 conflict.”70 Goldberg has argued that in novels written 

by men about the war, women are often portrayed with negative characteristics. 

She cites Eudoxia in Barbusse’s Le Feu, probably the most well known of the 

French Great War novels, who is portrayed as a disloyal woman. It is therefore 

appropriate to counter this negative representation with Delarue-Mardrus’s 

empathetic portrait of Elizabeth Clèves.71 

 

Like Marcelle Tinayre’s La Veillée des armes and Colette Yver’s Mirabelle de 

Pampelune, this novel has an underlying patriotic tone but the main female 

protagonist, Élizabeth Clèves, nevertheless has many features of the pre-war 

New Woman. This is a contrast to the more conventional heroines of Tinayre 

and Yver. That Delarue-Mardrus herself was living independently without family 

or a husband for the first time in her life aligns her with Élizabeth Clèves’s 

circumstances. Yet she was known and admired by many famous people, such 

as Auguste Rodin, Odilon Redon and Sarah Bernhardt. She featured on the 

covers of popular magazines such as Femina, La Vie Heureuse and Le Tout 

Paris in pre-war years. Consequently her social status and her now not 

                                                           
68  J-C Mardrus had already met his second wife to be, Cobrette in 1913 and was in essence 

living away from Lucie Delarue-Mardrus by 1914. 
69  Delarue-Mardrus (1938) 198. 
70  O’Brien (1997) 2. 
71  Nancy Sloan Goldberg. “Des Femmes écrivent la guerre.” Ed. Frédérique Chevillot and Anna 

Norris. Les Femmes, le civil et le soldat dans les romans de la Grande Guerre. Paris: Éditions 
Complicités. 2007. 789-90.  
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inconsiderable literary distinction meant she was not easily accepted by the 

other nurses in provincial Honfleur. In Mes mémoires she remarks: “La province 

confond facilement femme de lettres et suppôt de Satan.”72 Her reputation as a 

writer and socialite meant she had to prove her competence and sincerity to 

women as well as men in this venture into public service. However, after coming 

first in the Red Cross nursing examinations, donating an X-ray machine to the 

hospital (bought with proceeds from her writing) and being able to speak English 

and Arabic fluently, she found a niche according to the recollection of her friend, 

Myriam Harry.73 She revelled in her ability to care for the wounded and those 

experiences gave her insight for the writing of this novel. 

 

Un roman civil en 1914 is a deliberately understated psychological work. By 

giving her main female protagonist the name Clèves Delarue-Mardrus draws a 

parallel between the first French psychological novel, La Princesse de Clèves, 

published anonymously in 1678. In this novel the heroine is also torn between 

passion and duty. Delarue-Mardrus’s main theme is the gradual revelation of the 

motivation, fortitude and strength of character of Elizabeth Clèves set against 

the violence of the war and the personal antagonism of Dr Francis Malavent 

junior towards her. Unusually for a woman writer but in keeping with a notion of 

gender subversion, Delarue-Mardrus often portrays Elizabeth Clèves through 

the eyes of the main male character, Dr. Francis Malavent junior. With the 

development of his character and his treatment of Elizabeth Clèves as “son 

ennemie” (RC77) Delarue-Mardrus clearly reveals the emotional complexities of 

contemporary misogynistic attitudes towards intelligent women exacerbated by 

the war. By inserting the male outlook into the narrative Delarue-Mardrus 

demonstrates how women novelists used narrative techniques to make their 

point of view acceptable in their writing. Although he is not guilty of the physical 

and sexual violence depicted in Marie fille-mère, Francis Malavent junior 

mistreats Elizabeth Clèves with a more devious and sophisticated violence by 

denigrating her at every opportunity with “une antipathie d’enfant” (RC9). The 

violence of his emotions contrasts sharply with Elizabeth Clèves’ controlled, 

mature stance that evolves through her circumstances in Honfleur. 
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Un roman civil en 1914 is set in Honfleur, Normandy and takes place as war is 

declared and into the first year of combat. Mobilization takes place in the first 

days of the war and is for the most part enthusiastically embraced by the 

townsfolk (RC44). Like Marcelle Tinayre, Delarue-Mardrus conveys a sense of 

foreboding with the departure of the troops. This novel was published in 1916 

and the reader would have already been aware of the tragedy of wounded and 

dying soldiers returning so this depiction of an enthusiastic departure at the 

beginning of the war is all the more poignant. As the trains leave the station the 

Marseillaise is played with gusto to accompany each trainload of conscripts. 

Civilian life does not have ‘the glory’ of war but features loyalty, duty and 

empathy and Delarue-Mardrus shows that in adversity, men and women from 

different groups unite in the common cause for France, whether by fighting or 

by serving à l’arrière as many were forced to do. Certainly, the experience à 

l’arrière was not always so positive which will be discussed in Des hommes 

passèrent… by Marcelle Capy in the following chapter. 

 

At first, there is an outpouring of patriotic sentiment in the villa where the 

protagonists are staying. At the news of the declaration of war Elizabeth Clèves 

faints. At the time this is seen as a typical female weakness. Later, it is revealed 

that she fainted from jealousy at not being able to serve France actively by being 

called up like Dr Francis Malavent senior with whom she has an emotional 

understanding. The men in the house all depart for their regiments within twenty 

four hours of the call, except Dr Francis Malavent junior. At twenty five years old 

he is in the prime of his life but is rejected as he has a lame leg. He is angry with 

his situation and feels his worth as a man is reduced by not being able to fight 

as traditionally the military was seen as the highest form of service for la patrie. 

Malavent is ashamed as both his younger brother, Jean, and his father, Dr 

Francis Malavent senior, depart for Paris to join up. He feels particularly sad 

about his father as he is “le seul être qui lui plût sur la terre”(RC8). He knows he 

will be able to contribute to the war effort as a doctor looking after the wounded 

but he feels humiliated by his ineligibility for active service. It undermines his 

authority as a doctor and his masculinity is called into question by this public 

failure. This categorizes him with civilians and women, the inferior sex, the ‘other’ 

for whom he does not have a high regard. The prospect of working with women 
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adds to his disquiet, shared by many men.74 Although this non-combatant is 

physically powerless because of his handicap, he is verbally abusive to a woman 

who refuses to be cowed by him. This clash imbues the novel with tension and 

to a degree reflects divisions in French society as the Great War progressed. 

 

Malavent’s antagonistic yet childish behaviour towards Elizabeth Clèves reflects 

his feelings that he views this independent, capable woman as being at fault by 

pursuing her own ambitions. This female autonomy was seen as a threat to 

stable, traditional French society and was of great concern to the patriarchal 

society during the Great War as more women showed their capabilities outside 

the home. Elizabeth is a young woman from a good family “qui a eu des revers 

de fortune” (URC9) has been Mme Deville’s companion for two years. She 

clashes with Francis junior because he underestimates her abilities, her self-

possession and her ability to compromise for the common good. Francis derives 

great pleasure from his ability “embêter le monde” (RC13) and particularly 

Elizabeth Clèves. At first, there seems to be no apparent reason for this childish 

behaviour but he and his younger brother, Jean, both mock and appear to detest 

her serious approach to her work and duty. To Francis she has “[l’]air d’un lynx” 

and “[des] yeux de lynx” and he is not able to forgive her for being who she is 

(RC58, 62). As he is angry and ashamed at his inability to mobilise, he 

transposes these feelings into a sense of personal hatred for Elizabeth. Instead 

of the Germans, she becomes the substitute enemy with whom he is engaged 

in a personal sexual battle on the home front: “Au milieu de la catastrophe 

universelle, il y avait, dans son âme, cette catastrophe intime” (RC195).  

According to Malavent junior Elizabeth is “plus instruite, plus ponctuelle, presque 

butée” (RC18). He perceives her seriousness as obstinacy and assumes the 

constant frown on her face means she is also disliked by the other people in the 

villa. The other women treat Elizabeth as a vieille fille or as a servant as she is 

a paid employee. However unlike them, she knows her own mind and is not 

afraid to speak out if necessary. Elizabeth has had to struggle to find a place in 

life and has retained her pride and sense of self-worth. The exception to this 

negative attitude towards her is shown by the Dr Malavent senior whom she 

helped with his research over several months before he left for the war. 
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Unbeknown to either of his sons, he and Elizabeth have developed a deep 

affection for one another. 

 

Elizabeth Clèves becomes a particularly adept and capable nurse, much to the 

surprise of young Dr Francis Malavent. Despite her ability, he is vehement in his 

overt dislike of her and actually contemplates harming her physically. At the 

same time he admires the way she does her work, which brings them together 

professionally. He has no conception of the horror of war as he was born and 

grew up in peace time: “[I]l n’avait jusqu’ici conçu la guerre que comme une 

sorte de fable, enfantine et brutale, bonne pour des temps qui n’étaient le sien” 

(RC64). With the cruel and sarcastic animosity displayed by Malavent, Delarue-

Mardrus again emphasises that sexual passion and desire are closely aligned 

with physical violence (RC167) as in Marie fille-mère. Throughout the novel, 

Malavent refers to Elizabeth Clèves’s eyes as those of a lynx and it is always on 

dark stormy nights that Malavent and Elizabeth confront their feelings. This use 

of predatory animal imagery and the veil of darkness evoke basic raw emotion 

that is exposed by the war in men both at home and in the trenches. Francis 

reduces her to the level of a hunted animal as he thinks that Elizabeth has 

something “d’involontaire, presque animal” about her (RC238). Paradoxically, 

he places her in the same category as a predatory creature ready to destroy 

him, although it is he who wants to harm Elizabeth. He only becomes aware that 

he is in love with Elizabeth by the violence and ferocity he feels towards her. 

However, she rejects his confession of love because of her affection for his 

father. 

 

With this revelation young Francis is desperate to know if his father’s relationship 

with Elizabeth is sexual. When he discovers that it is not, it makes Elizabeth 

even more desirable to him. He has the dual need to embrace and to crush her, 

to be the one to subdue her; his anger, sexual desire and violence are very 

closely allied. Young Francis’s pursuit of Elizabeth is overwhelming and at no 

point does he consider the integrity of her platonic yet profound relationship with 

his father. Elizabeth does not wish to marry either of them but desires to live 

freely with a man she loves on mutually agreeable terms. Elizabeth represents 

an independent woman who does not feel the need for the sanction of marriage, 
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of family or of consent from society, very similar to Eugénie Lebrun in Les 

Cervelines. 

 

On the Western Front, the Dr Malavent senior is blinded and returns to the villa 

to be nursed by Elizabeth and his son. As in Mirabelle de Pampelune, Elizabeth 

chooses to sacrifice her freedom to care for the now helpless, blind hero. 

However, despite his blindness, Dr Malavent is perceptive enough to realise that 

his son is in love with Elizabeth: “On n’a pas besoin d’yeux pour voir l’invisible. 

Il suffit d’aimer. Ce n’est pas la faute de personne” (sic) (RC289). He is 

saddened that it is his own son who is in love with Elizabeth and he sees this as 

his third and final wound (RC290). The other two being his departure for the war 

and his separation from Elizabeth, and now the injury to his eyes. He feels it his 

duty to let Elizabeth go free as he feels that he should relinquish her to the 

younger generation. His unselfishness contrasts with the selfishness of the male 

protagonists Dr Jean Cécile in Les Cervelines and Dr Fernand Guéméné in 

Princesses de science, as well as that of his son. 

 

Elizabeth is unaware of his sacrifice to safeguard her integrity. Young Malavent 

arrogantly maintains his singleminded desire for Elizabeth even though it is his 

father who is his competitor for her affection. His father has now become ‘l’autre’ 

for him (RC217): wounded, the father is now his civilian equal, a legitimate rival 

and no longer the military superior. This third wound kills the older man as he 

gives up his fight to live, despite Elizabeth’s appeals. His death symbolises the 

huge sacrifice made by French soldiers to vanquish the enemy for the sake of 

those à l’arrière and again shows Delarue-Mardrus’s understanding of the 

enormity of this sacrifice by 1915. The war is in the background of this novel of 

personal interaction that does not detail the great national tragedy of the war but 

shows the consequence of even one death. However, with this altruistic gesture 

the elder Dr Malavent embodies hope for the future that will enable the next 

generation to survive. From his experiences he sees that in war all the 

participants are victims to some degree. Old Dr Malavent swears his son to 

secrecy so Elizabeth never knows that he has discovered his son’s feelings for 

her. This secret means that Elizabeth retains her purity and her sense of self, 
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her patriotism and her devotion to duty. It is the older man who preserves her 

integrity for the future. 

 

Although the plot mainly concerns the relationship between Elizabeth and 

Francis junior, the politics of the war feature as an important topic in their 

conversations. They condemn war propaganda, the barbarization of the 

Germans and the nature of war itself (RC228). Despite their personal animosity 

they realise there is a need for all civilians, especially women, to work together 

in this crisis. The collective portrayal of other women protagonists is an integral 

part of the novel, which describes the actions and reactions of the women who 

are left behind. Malavent’s grandmother, Mme Deville, Mme Serille and the 

Countess de Hautvière together with many other women in the town are 

enthusiastic and impatient to help with the town’s war effort by learning First Aid 

and working in the local hospital (RC34). Malavent junior grudgingly agrees to 

teach them “ainsi chacune de ces femmes, pour faire son devoir de Française, 

était sortie de son égoïsme, sortie de sa caste, sortie de son trou” (RC130). 

They respond to the war with practical suggestions and actions to alleviate the 

burden on men despite having no firm information about what was actually 

happening in the trenches. Delarue-Mardrus lucidly portrays these volunteer 

nurses whose attitudes range from perseverance and dedication to those whose 

sole ambition is to look glamorous “parmi le faux couvent de la Croix-Rouge” 

(RC56) but who nevertheless contribute to the French war effort. She 

acknowledges the invaluable contribution to their training by committed 

professional nurses and the unfailing kindness of the “vraies nonnes” (RC105). 

Soldiers often criticised female nurses and ambulance drivers unfairly for doing 

the work so they could be seen in a glamorous uniform.75 The pride and 

patriotism for France affects the volunteers deeply and unifies their aims. 

Delarue-Mardrus acknowledges that only the most dedicated remain for the long 

term, but all the women contribute in some way and these events change their 

attitudes and their perceptions of what it means to be French. Delarue-Mardrus’s 

revealing portraits of Elisabeth Clèves and the other women protagonists in the 

house expands current knowledge of contemporary women’s lives and the 
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specific roles they played by exploring their interactions with one another during 

the Great War in France. 

 

As this novel was written in 1915 the full extent of the war had not yet been 

experienced. Un roman civil en 1914 is a genuinely personal response by 

Delarue-Mardus to the catastrophe of the Great War. It is written from a deeply 

feminine point of view because it reflects the life of civilians, mainly women, and 

their responses to the war. Un roman civil en 1914 relates a quite different side 

to the experience of war to that of male writers who as I have stated, wrote 

mainly about their trench experiences. The war meant that as men came to 

terms with conflict and death both in private and in public commemoration so 

women were limited to express suffering and patriotism from behind the lines, 

mostly in private. The portrayal of Elizabeth Clèves embodies the determination 

and moral strength shown by many women in this time of crisis, harking back to 

La Princesse de Clèves. However, the parallel theme of masculine violence 

towards women, here a manifestation of young Francis’s frustration at being 

unable to be part of the military, reflects Delarue-Mardrus’s pre-occupation with 

this phenomenon in French society at a time when it was hardly, if ever, 

acknowledged. This adds weight to my argument that women’s writing is primary 

source material that enables a clearer and more nuanced historical 

understanding of women’s lives in France. 

 

The years of the Great War and its aftermath were a time of adjustments for 

many women and that is true for Delarue-Mardrus as she remarks in her 

memoirs: “Car la ‘vie chère’ était commencée.”76 She felt very alone as her 

mother, with whom she had developed a very close relationship in later years, 

had died in 1917 and Delarue-Mardrus was now a divorcée. She worried that 

she needed her own literary contacts to have her work published in contrast to 

the literary circle she had participated in as the wife of Dr Mardrus. Fortunately, 

she was now well known enough in her own right and even more so after the 

publication of her novel Ex-voto,77 considered by some critics to be her chef- 

d’œuvre as it encompasses her love for Normandy, and its landscape, people 
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and history.78  Although she regarded herself as a poet rather than a novelist 

and journalist in inter-war France, Delarue-Mardrus needed to earn a living. As 

she had few other economic skills and continued to live like Princesse Amande, 

she wrote fiction and articles that would appeal to a mass audience and be well 

remunerated. In the late 1920s she also returned to North Africa as the demand 

for her previously popular pre-war articles on the Orient still existed and as a 

fluent Arab speaker, she wrote many articles for journals in France. In 1926 her 

illustrated guide to feminine beauty Embellissez-vous polarised critics and 

readers alike with her recommendation for women to remain coquettish.79 Her 

stand on feminine attributes and their uses did not change and she continued to 

write prolifically. She now lived by her writing and by conference speaking 

engagements in Scandinavia, Portugal, Belgium, Britain and Holland; she also 

travelled to the United States of America and Brazil. Although there was “no 

attempt to subvert preconceptions of heterosexuality”80 in Un roman civil 1914, 

much of her poetry of this time is suffused with Sapphic allusions, for example 

the last two stanzas of Si tu viens: 

Or, les lèvres au sein, je veux que ma main droite 
Fasse vibrer ton corps ’instrument sans défaut’ 
Que tout l’art de l’Amour inspiré de Sapho 
Exalte cette chair sensible intime et moite. 
 
Mais quand le difficile et terrible plaisir 
Te cambrera, livrée, éperdument ouverte, 
Puissé-je retenir l’élan fou du désir 
Qui crispera mes doigts contre ton col inerte !81 

Although not published until after her death, this poetry also reflects Delarue-

Mardrus’s continuing engagement with Natalie Barney and the Amazone circle 

in the Rue Jacob in the inter-war years which is said to be the basis of her novel, 

L’Ange et les pervers published in 1930 in which she portrays a period in  late 

1920s Paris.82 It has been translated as The Angel and the perverts or more 
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precisely the debased and is loosely centred on certain aspects of Delarue-

Mardrus’s pre-war female friends and lovers and the hardships they 

encountered in the pursuit of a literary career. 83 

 

In an attempt to foster a more objective criticism of women’s writing of this period 

in Paris, the American heiress Natalie Barney instigated an informal Académie 

des Femmes in 1927. It created a forum for women and sympathetic men to 

critically evaluate the achievements of French writers. It was open to male 

membership but men were not allowed to dominate. This continued the well 

established tradition of the salonnières of the early twentieth-century such as 

Rachilde, who had conducted one in the offices of Mercure de France.84 Barney 

rejected the idea that lesbians were men trapped in female bodies85 and had no 

objection to anyone attending her salon, which was a magnet for modernists of 

the Parisian Left Bank until the Wall Street crash of 1929. Although she wrote in 

French, Barney never really became part of mainstream French literary 

society.86 Nevertheless, she contributed both her salon and her connections to 

the literary scene in Paris87 which was dedicated to being “an eclectic, 

international and multi-sexual meeting place.”88 These meetings of writers, 

journalists and publishers were beneficial to many expatriate and French 

women, especially marginalised women as will be shown in the analysis of 

L’Ange et les pervers which Delarue-Mardrus published in 1930. 

 

Lesbianism and homosexuality have a contradictory place in French society and 

in the life of Delarue-Mardrus. Lesbianism was often trivialised as entertainment 

for the male gaze. 89 Homosexual men and independent women challenged the 

patriarchal order of heterosexual marriage and were controversial in inter-war 

France where pro-natalists campaigned forcefully for marriage and effectively 
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against any form of birth control or abortion.90 Many of Delarue-Mardrus’s friends 

were homosexual, among the most important of whom was Natalie Barney, who 

‘les Mardrus’ had first met in 1902.91 The Mardrus’s had introduced her to their 

circle of literary friends such as Gertrude Stein, Andre Gide, Jean Cocteau, 

Colette, Anna de Noailles and Renée Vivien and she was instrumental in the 

inter-war period of drawing together both French and American women writers 

to her salon.92 As a young woman Delarue-Mardrus’s lesbianism was dismissed 

as inconsequential by her husband. It was dismissed by l’Oeil as merely a 

phase, a passing crush, and he tore up the photograph she showed him of 

Impéria de Heredia.93 Nevertheless, she continued to write lesbian inspired 

poetry and a play, Sappho désespérée, which was privately performed in the 

garden of Barney’s home in Neuilly in 1907. Her feelings expressed in 

L’Acharnée 94 and Le Beau baiser 95 also affirm her interest and an affinity with 

Sapphic love and desire. She had no intimate relationships with men after her 

divorce but several deep relationships with women. 

 

L’Ange et les pervers explores a very different social milieu to her two previous 

novels I have discussed. It was published two years before Colette’s Le Pur et 

L’Impur96 and two years after Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness97 with its 

anguished homosexuality. Delarue-Mardrus was friendly with Dolly Wilde, Oscar 

Wilde’s niece, who frequented the salon of the Amazones and another of 

Barney’s lovers. She inspired Delarue-Mardrus’ biography, Les Amours d’Oscar 

Wilde,98 which explored the possible causes of homosexuality. It has been 
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suggested that L’Ange et les pervers has semi-autobiographical elements as 

Lucie Delarue-Mardrus herself appeared androgynous as a young woman and 

remained childless. L’Ange et les pervers is a roman à clef as it is said to be for 

the most part, based on the affair that Delarue-Mardrus had with Natalie Barney 

in the early days of her marriage. In the novel Delarue-Mardrus’s circle of literary 

friends are identified as the other main female protagonists such as the poet, 

Renée Vivien and the red haired socialite, Evalina Palmer.99 Barney and 

Delarue-Mardrus remained close friends and confidantes even after their affair 

ended. This friendship endured despite both of them having many other female 

lovers in ensuing years until Delarue-Mardrus’s death in 1945. In 1951 Barney 

published Nos secrètes amours, consisting of  the poems and love letters written 

to her by Delarue-Mardrus during their liaison between November 1902 and 

August 1903. In 1960 Souvenirs indiscrets100 was published tracing Barney’s life 

in Paris and her relationships with her friends and lovers. 

 

The significance of the title, L’Ange et les pervers, may lie in the fact that from 

early times in Christianity there has been debate about the sex of angels. In 

theological terms they are spiritual beings and sexless messengers of God. 

However, in L’Ange et les pervers the angel is not a perfect being but by being 

sexless invites speculation on the question of sexual identity, both mentally and 

physically.  This novel has been seen as a purely lesbian novel and as such has 

been translated by Anna Livia for a specifically lesbian series, “The Cutting 

Edge,” by New York University Press. 101 However, I will argue that although it 

explores ambivalent sexuality and perceptions of the violence in male/female 

relationships, the concern with external gender differentiation, societal and 

family influences and choices in lifestyle direct the narrative. In her study 

Damned Women, Lesbians in French Novels, Waelti-Walters partially agrees 

with this assessment in her study proposing that “the novel throws more light on 

the perception of the single working woman before 1914 as an unnatural being 

than it does on the role of the lesbian.”102 I suggest that it also maintains and 
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reinforces Delarue-Mardrus’s theme from Marie fille-mère that motherhood can 

and should be a choice, not a biological imperative dictated to women by men, 

and that it should not supersede all other destinies for women. I argue that this 

is the crux of the novel and an important contribution by Delarue-Mardrus to the 

representation of marginalised women in inter-war Paris. 

 

The first chapter of L’Ange et les pervers is written in the past tense and revolves 

around Marion de Valdeclare until he leaves school.103 He is the only child of a 

French Catholic father who had lost his fortune gambling and a wealthy English 

Protestant mother who both married against the wishes of their families. The 

child, brought up as a boy, has a genital anomaly (which is never clearly 

described in the novel) that is seen by the parents to be retribution for their 

unsanctioned marriage. As an adult Marion concludes that: 

J’étais pour eux la forme même de la malédiction du ciel. Mon père 
n’avait jamais aimé ma mère. Il dut la détester à partir de mon 
apparition sur cette terre. Continua-t-elle à l’adorer, elle ? Il me 
semble que oui, rien qu’en me souvenant de sa gêne rougissante 
devant lui (AP56). 
 

His mother accepted her ruined life and did not contemplate divorce even though 

her husband spent much time in Paris. Marion’s abnormality has been called 

“hermaphrodisme” but this is only once mentioned in the novel and means 

combining both sexes.104 From descriptions of Marion and the remarks he 

makes, I suggest asexual would be more accurate as he does not develop any 

secondary sex characteristics at the age of puberty. The child is given the non-

gender specific name, Marion and is cared for solely by his gentle but distant 

English mother. As a child, Marion is so secluded from all contacts outside the 

immediate home that he does not know that he is different from other children. 

 

The initial structure of the novel adds to the complexity in understanding 

Marion’s sexual identity. The omniscient narrator guides the reader through the 

novel, commenting on social occasions and people’s appearances with 

flashbacks. This technique slowly reveals this young person’s predicament of 

being born into a respectable upper bourgeois family with ambiguous sex organs 
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that the parents have found both confronting and humiliating. By using the first 

person voice of Marion for past events Delarue-Mardrus emphasises the 

intimacy and long standing centrality of the dilemma. This clever but isolated boy 

is described as “cet élève dévorant” who is very repressed and “privé de toute 

intimité” as “personne ne le tutoyait” (AP10). Marion has always felt as if he had 

a twin and often comforts himself by whispering to an imaginary sibling, “son 

frère invisible”(AP11). Marion is treated as a boy and is shown no intimate 

affection by his parents, similarly to how Delarue-Mardrus herself felt as a child. 

Although his mother is not demonstrative, in hindsight Marion realises that his 

mother protected him and saved him from his father’s physical violence but not 

emotional and psychological damage (AP56). Marion greatly fears his father in 

a very similar way to Marie Avenel’s fear of her father in Marie fille-mère. M. 

Valdeclare “inspirait l’effroi le plus monstrueux” (AP8) in Marion. As an adult 

Marion comments on his father’s attitude to him: 

Si mon père n’eut pas été le hobereau féroce que chacun craignait 
autour de lui, peut-être la geôle étroite de mon éducation eut-elle 
connu quelques adoucissements. Mais cet homme catégorique, 
arrogant, avait les meilleures raisons de me haïr, et tout ce qu’il 
pouvait faire pour garder la tenue de sa caste était de réfréner son 
envie éternelle d’étrangler le monstre de contes de fée mis au monde 
par sa malheureuse femme (AP52). 

 

His father is humiliated by Marion’s abnormality and his wife’s failure to produce 

another ‘proper’ son. The father detests both mother and son as he knows the 

illustrious family name will now die out (AP51). He does not physically hurt the 

boy and sees to it that Marion has a good education. Marion’s lack of a definite 

sex is portrayed as an illness that must be hidden from society despite his 

considerable intellectual ability. His intelligence is nurtured by education (AP71) 

but is not enough to overcome his father’s anger. In a flashback, Marion reflects: 

Puisque je n’avais, qui ne fut pas contre nature, que mon cerveau, 
du moins a-t-on fait plus que le possible pour cultiver en moi cette 
richesse, encore qu’elle ne dut rien rapporter qu’à moi-même, être 
frappé de stérilité (AP53) (sic) 
 

After the death of his frail mother from influenza, for which Marion is blamed, his 

father sends him to a Jesuit seminary without telling him about his “particularité 

physique” (AP57). Its difference only becomes obvious to Marion when he 

realises he is not experiencing puberty like the other boys at the Jesuit college. 
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Marion is now no longer within the silent yet protective presence of his mother 

(AP97) and he realises his abandonment without the knowledge of his difference 

is his father’s revenge. Previously his mother had wanted Marion to go to a 

Benedictine monastery. Within this contemplative religious order he would have 

had less exposure to the outside world and could have chosen to be either a 

monk or a nun. He would have been protected there for the rest of his life. 

However, his father decides otherwise and for this fragile fifteen year old, the 

Jesuit seminary is a hell on earth. The asexual looking Marion is teased 

mercilessly as well as being the object of homosexual advances and as he says: 

“Ah ! certes, je préférais la pire de leurs méchancetés à la plus douce de leurs 

câlineries (AP58). The “horreur de l’accouplement” (AP58) is a result of these 

experiences. This lack of sensual pleasures with either sex is both a tragedy and 

a blessing for this apparently sexless being who desires love but is desperately 

afraid no one will accept his physical anomaly. The unwanted sexual attention 

at college makes him equate sex with vice and therefore as something 

distasteful (AP59). Fortunately, he is extremely clever and leaves the college 

somewhat psychologically scarred but with every diploma possible. Marion 

never again sees his father who becomes ill and dies after rejoining his army 

unit abroad. I would argue that it is this dysfunctional relationship with his father 

and Marion’s desire for love, not sexuality or lack of it, that is the key to 

understanding Marion’s ultimate decision in the final choice of gender. 

 

The second chapter opens with a dialogue between two women, American 

Laurette Wells and her friend, Janine. Also present is a third person: “Marion, 

hanches étroites serrées dans son tailleur, jambes croisées, fume, la pensée 

ailleurs” (AP23). However it is only a few paragraphs later when Laurette 

comments on something Marion has said that the reader is aware that this 

Marion is a woman (AP24). Janine leaves and the conversation between 

Laurette and Marion reveals much about them both. They have known each 

other for four years and thirty year old Marion has written some clever plays but 

she insists that Laurette keeps them a secret. Marion says they are like “les 

œufs clairs” (AP29). In other words like infertile eggs, the plays will never be 

performed. They resemble her. Laurette insists that that does not make them 

any less good. She is angry with Marion: “Quand on est ce que vous êtes, on 
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ne garde pas le silence. Il faut que la supériorité ait sa place comme la bêtise” 

(AP30). She wants Marion to acknowledge her talent. Marion, also angered, 

gets up to leave and remarks that she will leave Laurette to her “tant de vices” 

(AP31). Laurette is not mollified but then Marion tells her: “Vous êtes, en ce 

monde, la seule personne que j’aime un peu (…) vous êtes capable – et c’est 

votre seule fidelité – d’aimer un être tel qu’il est (…) même si c’est un voleur. 

Alors je vous estime” (AP32). She does not explain what she means and refuses 

Laurette’s invitation to stay. Although not explicitly stated it implies that if she 

stayed she would be welcomed as Laurette’s lover. 

 

The third chapter switches to Marion’s present situation and discloses that 

Marion now has two sexual identities and two homes. He is Mario de Valdeclare 

who frequents the homosexual coterie of Julian Midalge and she is the 

anglophile Miss Marion Hervin who associates with Laurette Wells and her 

lesbian circle. What has led Marion to live like this? The reasons are revealed 

by means of flashbacks to the past, then by the narrator using the third person 

narrative to clarify Marion’s thoughts and intentions in relation to present events. 

After establishing that Marion presently has two identities, the narration then 

reverts to Marion’s life after the time at the seminary. With the demise of his 

father and still a minor, Marion is sent to live with his only relatives, a childless 

uncle and aunt who insist on taking him for a medical consultation as they have 

been notified by the seminary that Marion is different to other boys. They 

demand the certainty of a diagnosis. After an examination, the doctor advises 

Marion: 

Vous comprenez, les pauvres sujets comme vous ont quelquefois la 
chance d’avoir de la barbe. Mais il ne vous en poussera jamais, et ça 
finira par donner l’éveil. Alors il vaut mieux vous décider quand il en 
est encore temps. Vous n’avez que dix-neuf ans, personne ne vous 
connaît encore dans le monde. Au point de vue de la loi, des cas 
comme le vôtre se sont déjà présentés. Il sera facile de faire rectifier 
au moment du Conseil de révision (AP61). 

 

Marion is humiliated and shocked that he must now become a woman. This 

development shows the importance of perceived appearances in society at 

large. By changing clothes, Marion changes sex. But there is no psychological 

or social support for this sudden and dramatic gender reassignment. Now 

nineteen years old, Marion is made to dress and live as a woman for the first 
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time, forced by the rancour of the childless uncle and aunt who had always been 

jealous of this nephew. Marion’s father by his death, has abandoned his 

responsibility, never having acknowledged his son’s ‘difference.They revel in 

Marion’s predicament. The uncle applauds this change of gender as a retribution 

for his brother’s pride at having a son. Marion sees the irony that as a daughter 

now she is much worse off as “une vieille fille, puisque [elle] n’étai[t] pas 

mariable” (AP61). The aunt, who is afraid of her husband, tries to help Marion 

learn how to be a woman but it is the uncle who takes her out and is highly 

amused when a young man wants to marry her. Outwardly, she is a good 

prospect with a law degree and potential to inherit from this childless couple. 

Marion soon experiences the barriers against women in a patriarchal society. As 

she has always thought as a man, the change in gender is a terrible imposition 

both mentally and physically, as she has no affinity with appearing or behaving 

in a feminine bourgeois manner. Marion says: 

Ce sont les horreurs étudiées de près pendant deux ans chez mon 
oncle et ma tante qui m’ont donné le goût des hors la loi, moi qui, 
hors la loi moi-même, n’aurais dû chercher qu’à les éviter (AP63). 

 
Marion avenges herself by stealing furs and jewels from mansions she is forced 

to visit with her aunt. She does not sell them but throws the goods into the Seine 

in the night, revelling in her vengeance against bourgeois conventionality and 

consumerism. These illicit experiences are the impetus for devising an 

unconventional life after she is legally free from her aunt and uncle’s 

guardianship. 

 

In the 1920s fashion became more androgynous and cross-dressing, that is the 

wearing masculine clothes by women was associated with freedom. The 

appropriation of masculine dress by women emphasised their desire for 

independance. As the hierarchies between men and women blurred in inter-war 

France, sexual differences became more challenging as seen in the outcry 

against women wearing men’s clothing.105 The alternating representation of 

Marion de Valdeclare’s gender underlines both the advantages and 

disadvantages of each sex. The work of sexologists such as Kraft-Ebbing and 

Havelock Ellis linked female homosexuality with the notion of a ‘third’ sex.’’106 
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This research was known in France and the inclusion of a medical investigation 

in the novel reflects the growing reliance on science to determine and define 

sexual identity.107 

 

To avoid confusion I will refer to Mario/Marion as feminine in the continuing 

analysis as her feminine alter ego constitutes the main thrust of the narrative. It 

concerns the lesbian milieu and the dilemma Marion faces painting a 

comprehensive picture of marginalised women. As soon as she is twenty one, 

Marion leaves her materialistic bourgeois guardians to live independently and 

anonymously. With her innate intelligence and using her experiences from their 

bourgeois milieu, she devises an unusual way to cope with her dystopia saying: 

J’ai eu la chance, dans mon malheur, de naître à l’époque de la 
confusion des sexes. Comment ferais-je actuellement si les mœurs 
et les modes ne m’aidaient constamment à passer d’une personnalité 
dans l’autre sans que nul le remarque, même les concierges de mes 
deux logis? (AP63-64) 

 
She has two apartments in different parts of Paris to reflect the dual nature 

embodied in her. An apartment on the Left Bank in the homosexual milieu of 

Julien Midalge for the masculine side as Mario de Valdeclare, and on the Right 

bank as a feminine identity, the anglophile Miss Hervin who frequents the 

lesbian circle of Laurette Wells (whose character is based on that of Natalie 

Barney). Neither of her social circles is aware of the other part of her life. Initially, 

it seems as if asexual Marion is L’Ange and the others, the more marginalised 

in society, are les pervers, the debased. To Marion these pervers at least have 

interesting conversations about music, art and love, not only about money, the 

bourgeois preoccupation of her uncle and aunt. However, at this juncture 

financial ability is crucial for independence whether on the male or female side 

of her life. It is as an anonymous male ghost writer that Marion is able to earn 

most of her living, as a writer’s sex influenced remuneration and acceptance. 

Her anxiety about her work and her unwillingness to share the secret of her 

existence adds to the deep social isolation and lack of love she experiences. 

That Marion is portrayed living a dual life as both a male and female may reflect 

Delarue-Mardrus’s own sexual ambivalence.  
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The higher degree of support given to men as opposed to women within the 

literary establishment, as experienced by Marion, is centred on the real life 

indignities suffered by Pauline Mary Tarn, who wrote poetry as Renée Vivien but 

who was reviled when the lesbian agenda of her work was later revealed to an 

unsuspecting public.108 Fortunately, Marion is very clever and she interiorises: 

“Ce cerveau, ma seule vraie masculinité, me vengeait sans cesse des 

entreprises ou des mauvais traitements de mes condisciples. Toujours le 

premier dans toutes les branches, (…) cette supériorité écrasante qu’on ne 

pouvait du moins contester” (AP58). Her intelligence enables her to continue her 

studies and qualify as a lawyer in a frock (AP91). She is shown to have the 

notional attributes of a man - clever, stoical, rational and dispassionate - but 

disguised in woman’s apparel. Delarue-Mardrus indicates strongly that being 

female does not preclude these intellectual qualities despite the outward 

appearance of the frock demanded by a conservative society. As a result of her 

fear regarding knowledge of the ambiguity of her sex, Marion is not interested in 

sexual relationships but she is devastated by the realisation that if she died no 

one would mourn as no one loves her (AP89). This is reinforced by the medical 

assessment of the appearance of her external body. She rejects casual liaisons 

as a means of intimacy for fear of discovery of her secret identity. She keeps 

potential lovers at arms length out of fear that both men and women would reject 

her despite the fact that fluid gender roles were acceptable in a certain milieu in 

Paris. She is feminine in a man’s world but masculine in a woman’s world as 

she is “un mince jeune homme” (AP103) or a slim woman with a hoarse voice 

(AP112). Neither circle of acquaintances asks many questions about her but 

when they do she evades their probing. 

 

Marion’s frustration grows with this ambiguous and somewhat deceitful way of 

living. She feels there is no one who can be trusted with this secret. Being 

independent financially is not enough to assuage the need for meaningful love. 

Disgusted with her bourgeois origins and the hedonism of both sets of friends, 

she is desperate to be of use to someone, to be needed. She therefore agrees 

to help Laurette Wells regain her female lover, the married Aimée de Lagres 

                                                           
108 Benstock (1986) Chapter Eight describes Barney’s relationship with Vivien and its 

consequences. 
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who had been seduced by Laurette to leave her husband but who has now taken 

another woman as a lover. Marion, in the role of Miss Hervin, is not successful 

in prising Aimée away and returning her to Laurette. Some months later, Aimée 

appears at Laurette’s apartment, distraught as she is pregnant to another man 

and her husband now wants her to return to him. Marion devises a plan to save 

Aimée’s marriage as: “Elle [Aimée] veut redevenir une dame comme il faut” 

(AP127). The baby, a boy, is sent off to a peasant woman in the country, all 

generously paid for by Laurette, the pervers, who despite her decadent lifestyle 

is generous and forgiving in contrast to the mean-spirited bourgeois aunt and 

uncle who were seen as respectable. Aimée returns to her husband, having 

avoided any risk of discovery and thereby preserving her position in patriarchal 

society as a respectable woman. 

 

Brushing aside her previous melancholy, Marion is delighted with her clever and 

somewhat ruthless solution to the problem child until she and Laurette decide to 

visit him in the country. Petit Pierre is living in the Sarthe near the Benedictine 

Abbey of Solesmes, a place with spiritual significance which harks back to 

Marion’s own childhood, reminding her of her desperation to find solace and that 

her mother had wanted her to go to the Benedictines. She is very tempted to 

join the Order, with its spiritual music and the beautiful habits worn by the monks 

when she visits during an Easter service.  She imagines that being closeted in 

a religious order would give her a purpose and peace of mind and in a defining 

diary entry writes that she is tired of being abnormal.(AP123) She thinks: “Il n’y 

a personne pour moi sur la terre, sinon en acceptant le vice qui me dégoûte, et, 

qui (…) m’ennuie” (AP123). “Être en dehors du rhythme c’est ma tragédie” 

(AP124). 

 

Her spiritual unease weighs heavily on her as she is so alone despite her circles 

of acquaintances; she is always on the margin, belonging no-where. With the 

visit to the monastery that has captivated her imagination, Marion shows little 

interest in Petit Pierre when she and Laurette see him. They return to Paris and 

the narrator says: “Pour absorber dans son nouveau theme - Solesmes, - Marion 

éprouvait le besoin d’être homme” (AP167). However, after months of study and 

contemplation, haunted by the atmosphere of the monastery, she realises that 
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despite her Catholic upbringing and desire for peace of mind she lacks the 

conviction of faith necessary to join the Benedictine order. She is also afraid that 

they would not accept her as a monk, perhaps not as a nun either because of 

her ‘particularité.’ But above all, her lack of faith means she cannot in all honesty 

join even if it enabled her to once again “porter la robe masculine” (AP168-169). 

 

Seven months later Marion returns to see Laurette Wells. In this time away from 

Laurette, Marion has been quite ill psychologically as she cannot reconcile the 

two parts of her life. Her visit to the Abbey, and incidentally the little boy, have 

ignited a latent religious passion regarding the perceived peace monastic 

solitude might give her. Her repressed childhood memories surface to challenge 

her present mode of living. She is finding it more and more difficult to keep her 

secret and despite being financially successful, the lack of a spiritual dimension 

in her life troubles her deeply. She feels as if her life is at an impasse. Laurette’s 

altruism and generosity makes her ashamed of her self-absorption as Laurette 

is going to visit the child who has had a fall. Laurette invites Marion to go with 

her. Marion agrees as she wants to visit the Abbey again to test her resolve 

about religious life: “Depuis sept mois Solesmes martyrisait son cerveau, 

remplissait son âme. Quel serait le résultat de cette seconde visite ?” (AP182). 

 

However they arrive too late to go to the Abbey and go directly to the cottage 

where the boy lives with a poor peasant family. The cottage is dirty and 

overcrowded; the boy is no longer in a plaster cast but cannot walk. Marion is 

silently impatient to leave as she wants to go to the Abbey. The child is pale and 

ill and as she is sitting next to his bed, the boy, Petit Pierre grabs her hand. She 

is shocked and disgusted as Pierre murmurs: “Moi, je te l’aime…”(AP187). She 

is overwhelmed: “Une brusque pitié l’arracha de son oraison muette. “Né de 

père et mère inconnus,”…Pauvre petit aristocrate jeté dans ce lit de pouilleux, 

parmi cette grossière famille, et qui ne sait pas encore qu’il est une victime” 

(AP188). She is astounded at the emotion the boy generates in her. Laurette, 

more sanguine, contends that it would be better if the boy died. Marion is 

horrified but Laurette wants to know what else they can do and demands: 

“Voulez-vous le prendre, vous ?”(AP189) This question is left unanswered. It is 
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dark and raining and the visit to the Abbey is futile as Marion cannot recapture 

the religious mood of the previous visit. They return to Paris. 

 

Laurette wants to let Aimée know about the boy. But on reflection Marion 

realises that it is all her fault that this child is in danger. She organised the 

placement, almost like a piece of theatre with no regard for the child’s welfare. 

She realises: “La charité n’est pas un thème à méditation, mais des actes 

pratiques. Par une casuistique subtile, il fallait arriver à prouver ceci : Laurette 

montrait plus d’altruisme que Marion, futur bénédictin” (AP196). Feeling contrite 

she wants to contact Aimée herself but finds she is away and won’t be back for 

months. Hurriedly, she and Laurette get a doctor and go to Sarthe to see Petit 

Pierre. Marion is remorseful as she thinks how, at her instigation, they have 

behaved criminally towards the boy. Worse, she is ashamed that she did not 

acknowledge Petit Pierre’s words to her. He chose those words to her, the first 

time anyone has said that to her: “[D]es lèvres innocentes disaient une chose 

pareille au ‘pauvre sujet’ tout seul sur la terre au milieu des impurs”(AP197). She 

feels these words are worth more than a religious vocation. To atone and much 

to Laurette’s annoyance, Marion takes a decorated Christmas tree to the 

cottage, something Marion had never had as a child. Petit Pierre adores it. The 

doctor wants the child nearer Paris for treatment so Marion tells Laurette she 

wants to take the child. Astonished, Laurette agrees and Marion sets in motion 

relinquishing her masculine identity. 

 

I contend that it is overwhelming pity for the boy and the profound realisation 

that her religious faith is not strong enough to warrant joining the Benedictines 

that finally induces Marion to close her masculine self and choose to be a mother 

to this unwanted child. This irresistible emotion occurs because Marion suffered 

so much as a child with no affection from parents that she cannot bear to see 

the same thing happening to this innocent child, also a boy. Plat refers to this 

act as a “rachat,” the price a guilty person must pay to achieve redemption.109 

As a reward Marion will have someone to love unconditionally, without sex or 

complications of gender by having to reveal her ‘particularité.’ 

 

                                                           
109  Plat (1996) 205. 



194 
 

The dichotomy between male and female is revealed by Marion’s sentiment: “La 

joie, je puis lui sacrifier mon orgueil de garçon. Mon amour maternel sera 

toujours un peu mâle, forcément, mais quand on tient un enfant par la main, 

c’est un orgueil aussi d’être femme” (AP218). Delarue-Mardrus indicates that 

motherhood should be a considered choice, not a biological or social imperative. 

The fact that this sexless person decides to choose motherhood is a shift in 

attitude from the motherhood portrayed in Marie fille-mère where Marie Avenel 

is raped and produces an unwanted infant, and from Elizabeth Clèves for whom 

in wartime the question of motherhood cannot be contemplated. However, 

Marion still has to hide her now chosen female identity from the people for whom 

she works. Sterile Marion can produce excellent written work to earn her living 

along with male writers. Notably, this is what Delarue-Mardrus had been doing 

since her divorce. The main protagonist begins life as a boy and the 

transformation to a woman demonstrates that being a woman can be a learned 

experience. It is not innate, a sentiment de Beauvoir was to formalise in Le 

Deuxième sexe. But keeping within the concurrent boundaries of heterosexuality 

allows survival on the edges of society. Marion still has to compromise. As a 

woman she has to earn her living by writing anonymously. But she has chosen 

this for herself: to mother a child with the certainty of earning a living in a 

‘masculine’ occupation. 

 

So in 1930 does Delarue-Mardrus suggest a return to pro-natalism and 

motherhood as the best role for women? I suggest not as she shows that 

motherhood should be a freely chosen option, a role to be rejected or accepted 

on a woman’s own terms, not imposed by men or society. The novel was 

published 1930 when she was fifty six years old. At that time she had been 

divorced for fifteen years and subsequently had only women lovers. Fear of men 

and their power is demonstrated in the previous novels in this study and early in 

L’Ange et les pervers the boy and his mother are shown to be terrified of the 

father; later Marion’s uncle is selfish and domineering. Initially Marion’s choice 

to live a life on the margin and not belong to a cohesive group is both liberating 

and stressful but ultimately an unsatisfying way of life. Perhaps the bourgeois 

guilt of her same sex relationships and latent fear of her own father, even though 

he was long dead, are apparent in the decision made by Marion de Valdeclare 
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to live the rest of her life as a conventional woman. However, with the disjunction 

between private and public life Marion’s decision to adopt Petit Pierre gives her 

a sex (AP219), an acceptable identity. 

 

In its representation of lifestyle and work, L’Ange et le pervers illustrates the 

continuing obstacles faced by women after the Great War. The connection 

between ‘the woman question’ and lesbianism was not taken seriously but was, 

as I have suggested, from an early age always of great concern to Delarue–

Mardrus as French society was overwhelmingly heterosexual.110 This novel 

which shows different types of lesbian relationships, from the very feminine 

example of Laurette Wells to the masculinity of Marion de Valdeclare in male 

attire, is an important contribution to the representation of women - albeit 

marginalised ones - in the inter-war era. Although it may appear that there was 

a lesbian community in Paris, Waelti-Walters avers that many lesbians lived and 

wrote in isolation on the margins of society. Male authors mainly situate lesbians 

in a heterosexual context, marginalising them even more.111 Marion chooses not 

to join either the homosexual or the lesbian circles of friends or to join the 

Benedictines but decides to adopt the child and live as a conventional mother, 

albeit in the country away from those she knows. Delarue-Mardrus concludes 

that it is ultimately societal convention with the frame of motherhood that creates 

her gender identity. The child, now named Pierre Hervin de Valdeclare, will be 

baptised and the horror of both their childhoods put behind them. As she 

concludes: “Je serai son père et sa mère en une seule personne. J’ai donc 

raison d’être deux” (AP219). 

 

It is not an easy choice for Marion, knowing from her experience as a law clerk 

that women are not as well paid as men. However, she thinks that if she works 

away from Paris she can earn sufficient money by corresponding with clients. 

This demonstrates the necessity for women to compromise in a patriarchal 

society in order to be independent, similarly to Eugénie Lebrun in Les 

Cervelines. It is love and pity for the child that enables Marion to accept 

motherhood which in itself is desexualising, but redefines her as an individual 

                                                           
110  Homosexuality was not a crime in France as long as it was between two consenting adults 

in private. 
111  Waelti-Walters (2000) 212. 
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and increases her respectability despite Delarue-Mardrus’s own tendency to 

look on maternity with suspicion.112 

 

The 1920s and 1930s have been called the ‘forgotten generation’ for women 

writers, as the first wave of feminist research into women’s writing in the 1960s 

concentrated on the writers after de Beauvoir. Newman-Gordon declares that 

“the corpus of Lucie Delarue-Mardrus’s writing awaits fresh evaluation”113 as it 

was ahead of its time in content. Milligan has shown that even Hélène Cixous 

and Susan Suleiman dismissed this period as having no women writers of 

consequence in France other than Colette.114 However, in exploring several of 

Delarue-Mardrus’s works I would argue that the representation of women she 

creates in her fiction contributes greatly to our understanding of the era, 

illuminating the disappointments, uncertainties and frustrations felt by French 

women writers in the inter-war period. In 1936 Paul Leroy summarised her 

contribution to fiction: 

[Lucie Delarue–Mardrus] aborde, dans son oeuvre romanesque, les 
problèmes sociaux en les étudiants dans leurs ramifications et leurs 
conséquences psychologiques et philosophiques, car elle a le souci 
du meilleur pour autrui. Elle excelle à dénicher l’égoïsme sous les 
formes les plus diverses et les plus inattendues, à dépister la fausse 
morale, à fustiger les si nombreux illogismes de la société.115 

 
Milligan contends that there is sexual discrimination in the evaluation of French 

women’s writing of the inter-war period by male literary historians because of 

the emphasis on their wartime experiences. As a result, the French literary 

establishment continued to ignore or condescend to women’s writing which 

meant that in the immediate post war period the pre-war impediments for women 

writers had not changed as a result of the Great War.116 Delarue-Mardrus did 

not escape criticism regarding her sex. Kléber Haedens wrote: [Elle] écrit avec 

un dévouement maternel et une honnêteté de bourgeoise pauvre, comme elle 

laverait le linge de la famille.”117 The reception of the work of Marcelle Tinayre 

and Colette Yver in the inter-war years has been mentioned by Milligan, who 

                                                           
112  Newman-Gordon (1991) 114. 
113  Newman-Gordon (1991) 109. 
114  Milligan (1996) 2. 
115  Leroy (1936) 111-180. 
116  Alex Hughes. “1900-1969: writing the void.” In Ed. Stephens (2000) 147-167. 
117  Kléber Haedens. Une histoire de la littérature française. Paris: Julliard.1943. 591. Qtd in 

Lasserre (2009). 46. 
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refers briefly to L’Ange et les pervers in a re-evaluation of many of these and 

other contemporary novels by women.118 I suggest that these three writers were 

to some extent the precursors which, by their pioneering efforts in establishing 

writing as a career for bourgeois women, contributed to the formulation of the 

intellectual feminist writer Simone de Beauvoir’s philosophy, as for example 

Delarue-Mardrus’s fictionalised views of motherhood foreshadow Beauvoir’s 

stand on motherhood.119 Beauvoir was highly critical of their writing as their style 

was not seen as being innovative as that of Colette but it appears that Beauvoir 

did not appreciate the subversive nature of their themes and the difficulties they 

had in pursuing careers as writers. Rogers is surprised that Beauvoir could call 

these novels “inane” and “frivolous.”120 Beauvoir was herself aided in her literary 

career by her excellent education both at school and university and her 

association with Jean-Paul Sartre. 

 

Recently Patricia Izquierdo stated the aim of the Association des Amis de Lucie 

Delarue-Mardrus was that: 

Nous poursuivions un double objectif : faire progresser les 
connaissances sur les femmes écrivains et artistes de la première 
moitié du siècle dernier et faire régresser les idées reçues sur la 
difficile créativité des femmes ou leur manque d’originalité.121 

 
The statement concurs with the objective of my study which is to make this 

author’s representation of women more widely known as they cover a diverse 

range in character and social class. Although Delarue-Mardrus remained a 

figure in the Parisian literary world for more than twenty years after the Great 

War, she became more peripheral. However she is a pioneer of the modern 

woman professional writer about whom the critics could not agree.122 Towards 

the end of Delarue-Mardrus’s life many friends were distressed by her 

relationship with singer Germaine de Castro whom she met in 1932. Lucie was 

devoted to her and most of her income was spent promoting de Castro’s waning 

career. Friends such as Myriam Harry felt it was humiliating as they believed the 

singer was not her equal in either talent or socially, as she had a vulgar accent 

                                                           
118  Milligan (1996). 
119  Beauvoir (1958) 152. 
120  Juliette Rogers (2007) 214-215. 
121 Patricia Izquierdo. Genre, Arts et Société 1900-1945. Colloque International Interdisciplinaire. 

Paris: Amis d’Axieros, 2012. 13. 
   122  Newman-Gordon (1991) 116. 
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and was very large. Delarue-Mardrus was somewhat ostracized and later found 

it difficult to get work published, especially after the scandal of winning the 

Renée Vivien poetry prize  She was thought to have unduly pressured the jury 

to award it to her as it was supposed to go to a young poet, not an established 

one. In 1936 Lucie was forced to sell her home Le Pavillon de la Reine near 

Honfleur for financial reasons. It had been her refuge for many years from where 

she had promoted regional Norman culture and writers, earning her the 

affectionate title la Duchesse Normande amongst her friends.123 The sale 

caused her sustained depression and in 1937 she moved to the small town of 

Chateau-Gontier in Mayenne. Here she lived modestly on a pension granted by 

the Société des Gens de Lettres accompanied by de Castro and her husband. 

Although fairly isolated and quite depressed she was helped by the visits of 

Faouz, Myriam Harry’s adopted son with whom she could converse in Arabic. 

The Second World War took its toll. She remained in Chateau-Gontier and was 

harassed by the Gestapo in the early years. Her books were banned and 

removed from school curricula and the publishers, Plon, refused her novel 

Fleurette124 because of her association with de Castro and her husband who 

were Jewish. Lucie was also saddened by the death of her nephew, Dr George 

Béchamp, who was tortured and killed in Japan. Nonetheless she kept writing 

and her last book El Arab, l’Orient que j’ai connu was accepted for publication 

just before she died in April, 1945.125 In 1955, her ashes were re-interred at St 

Catherine’s cemetery in Honfleur and a text written by her as an epilogue to her 

life was read by the poet Marc de la Roche.126 

 

Although never equated with emancipist female writers, Lucie Delarue-

Mardrus’s representation of Marie Avenel, Elizabeth Clèves and Marion de 

Valdeclare shows a vivid understanding of women’s lives across social classes 

and gender. Her varied life experiences infiltrate her work reflecting the complex 

era in which she lived and wrote. Her novels, together with those of Tinayre and 

Yver, demonstrate the diverse roles women occupied from 1900-1938 and 

                                                           
123  Nelly Sanchez. La Normandie dans les romans de Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. 

http://www.amisdeldm.org/actualities/collectif-normandie/article-de-nelly-sanchez/ accessed 
26 August 2013. 

124  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. Fleurette. Published in La Petite illustration in three episodes. 20  
August; 27 August, 3 September 1938. Illustrated by L.-P. Pouzargues. 

125  Lucie Delarue-Mardrus. El Arab. L’Orient que j’ai connu. Paris: Lugdunum, 1946. 
126  Plat (1994) 301. 
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contribute to this body of work that challenges more well-known stereotypes. 

Her novels demonstrate how her work evolved over time with the underlying 

theme of violence against women, a subject not widely discussed and often 

concealed by women; from the physical violence experienced by Marie Avenel, 

the angry childish denigration of Elizabeth Clèves and the psychological 

destruction of Marion de Valdeclare. By writing these novels in a conventional 

style, Delarue-Mardrus was able to insinuate her portraits of marginalised 

women into the literary consciousness of the day without having her work 

censured or refused publication. These texts that celebrate les silencieuses 

anonymes validate my argument that Delarue-Mardrus’s writing about women 

is a valuable source for extending our understanding of French cultural history, 

especially regarding gender identity and violence towards women. They confirm 

my argument that these works are a substantial link connecting the early 

twentieth-century ‘woman question’ to the feminist philosophy of Beauvoir. 

These representations in this longitudinal study deserve to be more widely 

acknowledged for their extension of the range of female images in French 

women’s writing of the early twentieth-century. They contrast in theme and tone 

with those of the activist pacifist Marcelle Capy analysed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Marcelle Capy (1891-1962) 
Une Jeanne d’Arc de la paix 1 

 
“Certains osent parler des vertus moralisatrices de la guerre ! Sont-ils sourds, 

aveugles, ou fous ?”2 This quote from a now little known French journalist and 

novelist epitomises her commitment to social engagement, feminism and, 

particularly, to pacifism. In this chapter I discuss Marcelle Capy’s contribution to 

the representation of French women in selected writings as a further exploration 

of my thesis. Her diverse images of women strengthens my contention that 

writing by lesser known women authors make an important contribution to the 

formation of a more heterogeneous portrait of women in French writing during 

the years 1900-1938. 

 

Marcelle Capy’s writing differs from that of the previous three writers I have 

documented because she was primarily an investigative journalist and socialist 

pacifist who also wrote several novels. At first, Marcelle Capy’s principal interest 

was women’s working conditions in various industries and how these impacted 

on their lives, both physically and mentally. She used this acquired knowledge 

for her images of women in the first work to be discussed, Une voix de femme 

dans la mêlée,3 to show how harsh conditions and bureaucracy affected 

women’s health and that of their families before and during the Great War. 

Secondly, her experiences during the Great War and its aftermath gave her the 

material for her most well received novel, Des hommes passèrent… 4 and for 

the third novel, her life as an older, divorced woman inspired Femmes seules 5 

in which she evokes life as a single career woman in inter-war France. These 

works demonstrate that in both her polemic and fiction writing, her 

representations of women are directed by her passion for feminism and pacifism 

and often reflect her own experiences. 

                                                           
1  Simone Tery. “Marcelle Capy Prix Séverine.” Les Nouvelles littéraires. 21 February 1931, 3. 
2  Marcelle Capy. Une voix de femme dans la mêlée. Paris: Librairie Ollendorf. 1936, 106. 

Cited as (VM) in the text. 
3 Marcelle Capy. Une voix de femme dans la mêlée. Paris: Édition censurée. Librairie 

Ollendorff, 1916. 
4  Marcelle Capy. Des hommes passèrent… Paris: Éditions du Tambourin, 1930. Cited as (DP) 

in the text. 
5  Marcelle Capy. Femmes seules. Paris: Marques-Éditeur, 1934. Cited as (FS) in the text. 
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Marcelle Capy, was born Eugénie Marie Marcelle Marquès in Cherbourg in the 

department of Manche, Normandy France in 1891, the second daughter of a 

senior naval artillery officer, Jean Marquès and Marceline Capy, both of whom 

came originally from long established rural families from Pradines in the Lot. 

She spent many holidays with her maternal grandparents in the Lot valley, 

eventually owning their farmstead, Malte. This environment profoundly 

influenced the formation of her philosophy. Very early in her life she understood 

the importance of the military in French society as her grandfather was an 

ancien combattant of the 1870-71 Franco-Prussian War. He was a friend of the 

French Prime Minister, Léon Gambetta, and he taught her the precepts of 

republicanism, encouraging in her a great interest in humanity and an enduring 

appreciation of the futility of war. He impressed on her that war was starvation, 

cold and lice; it was sadness and pain. He reiterated that “C’est l’angoisse des 

pires tortures morales et physiques, c’est la ruine, c’est la mort. Honte à la 

guerre petite, aime la vie !”6 She was never to forget these heartfelt sentiments 

and they would spur her on to contest the authorities when her first book, Une 

voix de femme dans la mêlée, was suppressed in 1916 by military censors who 

controlled publications during the Great War.7 

 

After obtaining her baccalauréat she enrolled in Toulouse in the preparatory 

classes for the École Normale Supérieure de Sèvres in Paris. During this time 

(1913) she attended a lecture given by the socialist politician, Jean Jaurès,8 on 

the life of Tolstoy and although she had gone to jeer the socialists she was soon 

caught up in their milieu which appears to have crystallized her ideas for her 

future work.9 She decided to change direction and instead of literature studies 

she opted for journalism in Paris. Her choice of career was vehemently 

discouraged by her father because, as demonstrated in previous chapters on 

Marcelle Tinayre and Lucie Delarue Mardrus, writing and journalism were not 

seen as suitable careers for well brought up young women.10 Nevertheless she 

                                                           
6  Dossier Marcelle Capy. BMD Paris. 
7  Françoise Navet-Bouron. “La censure et la femme: pendant la Première Guerre mondiale.” 

Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains.198 Dossier: Les femmes et la guerre (June 
2000): 43-51. 

8  Jean Jaurès, the socialist politician assassinated by a right-wing activist, Raoul Villain on 31 
July 1914 as Jaurès tried to halt the French rush into war. 

9  Christine Bard. Les Filles de Marianne. Histoire des féminismes 1914-1940. Paris: Fayard, 
1995. 90-91. 

10  Téry (1931). 
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soon became an investigative journalist in France with a major interest in 

women’s working conditions and later, as war approached, in national and 

international pacifism. For her, Jaurès had dramatically evoked the ideal of a 

socialist world of which she had only been dimly aware but which appealed to 

her innate sense of humanity, nurtured by her rural surroundings and her 

grandfather’s experiences. Her socialist ideals impelled her to assist in 

improving life for the less fortunate by writing and exposing their appalling living 

and working conditions, especially those of women.11 

 

In contrast to the previous writers I have discussed who were mainly, although 

not entirely, concerned with representing bourgeois women, Capy devoted most 

of her writing to the proletarian class, women’s rights and the effects of war on 

women and children in the provinces. She decided “mettre sa plume au service 

des nécessités d’un combat social sur lequel Jaurès lui avait ouvert les yeux.”12 

Capy soon realised that despite the masculine adulation of ‘woman’ as 

embodied in the Virgin Mary, Joan of Arc, Marianne, and La Parisienne13 there 

was a vast dichotomy between these almost mythical, idealised representations 

of women and the conditions of poor working women. 

 

For her, the difference between literature and politics blurred as she saw that 

the printed word was a powerful tool to disseminate her views in small polemic 

journals. These investigative experiences influenced her fiction and non-fiction 

writing in both subject matter and attitude as a journaliste engagée. Séverine,14 

her invaluable professional mentor and friend, described her as “jeune, robuste, 

frémissante d’amour pour la détresse humaine et de révolte contre qui 

                                                           
11  Bernard Lecache. “Marcelle Capy.” Les Hommes du jour. 30. 25 December 1931. 
12  Françoise Blum. “D’une guerre à l’autre: itinéraires d’intellectuelles pacifistes.” Ed. Nicole 

Racine & Michel Trebitsch. Intellectuelles. Du genre en histoire des intellectuels. Paris: 
Complexe, 2004. 231. 

13  La Parisienne, the statue of a woman created for the gateway to the Exposition Universelle 
of 1900 in Paris by Paul Moreau-Gauthier (1871-1936). See Philipp Blom. The Vertigo 
Years. London: Basic, 2008. Chapter 1. 

14  Séverine (Caroline Remy, 1855-1929) was a journalist and activist who began her career 
in left-wing politics as a protégé of the anarchist and excommunard Jules Valles. In stages 
she supported the Boulangists and anti-Dreyfusards before supporting feminism, socialism, 
and peace after 1900. She was the first accredited female court reporter for La Fronde 
during the Dreyfus case. Her views were more radical than those of the moderate, 
mainstream peace movement and she eventually became involved in the activist stream of 
French pacifism that developed after the Great War. 
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l’exploite, elle se jette à tout instant dans la mêlée,”15 socialist qualities she was 

never to lose even under the difficult circumstances of the Great War and the 

challenges she perceived women faced in its aftermath concerning social 

justice and political equality. As she published controversial material and as 

women journalists were not universally admired, she used her mother’s family 

name as her professional one. This also differentiated her from her sister, 

Jeanne, who also became a journalist and who later moved in similar anarchist 

and political circles.16 Marcelle Capy left Toulouse and in 1913 was employed 

by La Bataille syndicaliste, the official journal of the Confédération Générale du 

Travail (CGT) as a reporter in Paris.17 

 

She also wrote articles for the feminist weekly La Voix des femmes and Le 

Journal du peuple, Hommes de jour and other small circulation journals, such 

as Minerva and L’Œuvre which questioned traditional sentiments and became 

a conduit for minority views. From September 1913, her series of articles in La 

Bataille syndicaliste covered a wide range of subjects to do with the effects of 

poor working conditions on women. With an overall title of Les Petits métiers 

féminins and divided into La femme à l’atelier, La femme dans l’usine and La 

femme dans l’industrie. Proletarian women did not have much power to 

determine their conditions of work in comparison to the educated bourgeois 

women protagonists in the novels of Tinayre and Yver and to a lesser extent, 

Delarue-Mardrus. However, all these writers have a role in challenging and 

complicating the prevalent stereotypical perspectives of French women in 

literature from 1900-1938, as a further exploration of the writing of Marcelle 

Capy will confirm. The further thirteen articles from La Bataille syndicaliste that 

are still quoted by sociologists18 and historians19 are examples of early 

                                                           
15  Séverine. La Vie féminine 2 July 1916. 
16 Jeanne Marquès, an elder sister of Marcelle Capy, was married to the Spaniard Armand 

Guerra, nom de plume of anarchist and movie maker José Estivalis Cabo (1886-1939). They 
were all members of the Asnières anarchist group at one time. 

17 Syndicalism. The French trade unionist movement was constituted in 1895 as the 
Confédération Générale du Travail, amalgamating several smaller organizations to promote 
the common interests of workers. La Bataille syndicaliste founded in April 1911 had a 
circulation of 45,500 by December 1912 but closed in October 1915 after 1638 editions. A 
new CGT journal La Bataille replaced it in November 1915. 

18  For example: Helen Harden Chenut. The Fabric of Gender: Working-Class Culture in the 
Third Republic France. Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press. 2005, 92. 

19   For example: Laura Lee Downs. Maufacturing Inequality. Gender Division in the French and 
British Metalworking Industries, 1914-1939. New York: Cornell University Press. 1995, 84; 
Rod Kedward. La vie en bleu: France and the French since 1900. London: Allen & Lane, 
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investigative journalism.20  They centred on the women in the weaving mills of 

Roubaix, Lillie and Tourcoing. In order to write an realistic and penetrating 

analysis of working conditions she spent some time incognito in one of the mills 

working alongside the women.21 These experiences gave her a distinctly radical 

voice which Capy used to challenge both the women’s male co-workers and the 

employers. At only twenty-two years old, Capy shows a keen insight into and 

empathy for the women she observes. In an article based on her experience, 

Marcelle Capy writes that the textile workers in the North are: 

[r]ésignées, trop résignées, domptées, s'inclinent. Elles ne peuvent 
comprendre qu'une créature humaine s'intéresse à leur sort. Elles 
rient de qui les observe. Rires de perdues qui se savent 
irrémédiablement perdues, elles et leurs nichées de mioches. Rires 
d'esclaves qui croient que tout est fini et ne soupçonnent pas le plus 
faible espoir ... Ces rires me font mal. 22  

 
The article concludes despairingly: “Elles sont nées pour être des naufragées. 

Leurs bouches ont des grimaces de noyées.” Certainly this is a tragic portrait of 

resigned submissive proletarian women, desperate to earn a living in the so 

called Belle Epoque. 

 

Her criticisms and exposures range through police brutality, workers’ lodgings 

and exploitation of young workers to the poisonous effects of the dust and damp 

in the weaving mills of Lille. Capy was concerned with the exploitation of women 

workers by the owners of the mills as they were a nidus for infection. She noted 

that the poisons nitric acid and mercury used in tanning also made workers ill 

and she was aware that many workers were given food and lodging in lieu of 

wages. She favoured the adoption of la semaine anglaise which meant shorter 

working hours as she saw that women had no time to look after themselves 

properly. She questioned one of the women as to why she did not leave 

because of the dreadful conditions and the reply was: “C’est facile à dire. J’ai 

quatre enfants, mon mari gagne à peine cinq francs par jour. Que deviendrons-

                                                           
2005. 30; 220; Siân Reynolds. France between the Wars: Gender and Politics. New York: 
Routledge, 1996. 190. 

20   This series was published in La Bataille syndicaliste accompanied by illustrations by Raleter 
September 1913 - May 1914. 

21   Patricia Hilden. Working Women and Socialist Politics in France 1880-1914. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1986. 

22  Marcelle Capy. “À travers les barreaux.” La Bataille syndicaliste 30 March 1914. 
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nous sans mon salaire ?”23 Capy was particularly distressed by the fate of 

sixteen year old Hélène Carbuy, condemned to hard labour in perpetuity as she 

had killed her child. A fille-mère, she was a florist assistant who had to pay a 

wet-nurse while she worked. When she became blind she was dismissed and 

with no public assistance she could no longer pay for the baby’s nourishment 

so in desperation, she smothered the child. Capy maintained she was not a 

wicked girl, just poor and disabled with no means of earning a livelihood and 

this was an appalling indictment of society. 

 

In a subsequent article, she describes the living conditions in the Roubaix 

courées as a living hell.24 These were small common areas in low income 

housing which lacked privacy, were overcrowded, damp and a nidus for 

disease. Rampant alcoholism was another of the subjects discussed by Capy. 

It was very common for men and women to drink cheap gin to inure them to the 

effects of the pervasive dust from spinning raw flax without proper ventilation. 

This air pollution made them susceptible to tuberculosis and other lung 

diseases.25 The average age of death for men working in the mills was forty 

years and thirty-five for women.26 Capy’s descriptions of these conditions are a 

stark reminder that proletarian women workers of the textile mills were far 

removed from the frenetic glamour of the Parisian Belle Epoque so often evoked 

in novels written in the same era. Instead of women’s conditions improving, 

Patricia Hilden concludes that between the years 1912-1914, their status had 

deteriorated even more in the mills as the socialists and syndicalistes had not 

been successful in recompensing women for their ‘double toil.’ 27 This meant 

that although women worked long hours in the mills they were still expected to 

undertake nearly all domestic duties. Capy’s articles contest the prevalent 

images of women to give a more accurate and deeper understanding of the 

complexity of women’s lives in very different social and economic 

circumstances to her own and that of Tinayre, Yver and Delarue-Mardrus. 

 

                                                           
23  Marcelle Capy. “À l'usine de la lampe Osram. Ce que j’ai vu.” La Bataille syndicaliste 29 

September 1913; 3 October 1913. 
24  Marcelle Capy. “Industrie textile. Mal logés, mal nourris.” La Bataille syndicaliste 18 April 

1914 & “Quelques réflexions.” La Bataille syndicaliste 20 April 1914. 
25  Marcelle Capy. “Industrie textile. Pour oublier.” La Bataille syndicaliste 19 April 1914. 
26  Marcelle Capy. “Drames du travail.” La Bataille syndicaliste 17 April 1914. 
27  Hilden (1986) 271. 
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The often unhygienic and dangerous working conditions were concerns of the 

syndicalistes but Capy’s articles also highlight the difficulties women had in 

participating in the fledgling union movement. In the textile industry of northern 

France women’s loyalties were often divided by sex and class, and defending 

women’s rights often meant rejecting socialism. There was constant conflict 

between opposing male groups, socialist and/or feminist groups and the 

employers. Women workers were seen by some men as a threat to male 

employment as they provided cheaper labour. As a female employee, it was 

difficult to align oneself to a specific group as being a woman, an employee and 

a socialist implied different obligations and interests. In fact there was no 

specific women’s organisation within the Socialist Party from 1905-1912.28 In 

general, proletarian women preferred to associate with local, single sex groups 

of activists which could address their specific requirements. In addition, the 

conjunction of the paternalistic attitude of the Catholic Church and mercenary 

capitalist employers was not conducive to ameliorating conditions for women. 

Poor women were frequently subject to petty fines and irregular domestic 

arrangements often meant they were excluded from charitable aid by the 

Catholic Church.29  

 

Ironically, Marcelle Capy’s credentials as a militant feminist and socialist writer 

were enhanced by her liaison and subsequent marriage to Fernand Desprès 

(1879-1949) who was an editor of La Bataille syndicaliste writing under the 

name of Amédée Desbois. He was considered dangerous by the authorities 

during the early days of the Great War and his name appeared on the Carnet B 

to be arrested if he was suspected of encouraging anarchy.30 Later, he wrote 

for L’Humanité as the Communist Party spokesman and leading film critic.31In 

August 1915, he and Marcelle Capy were forced to resign from La Bataille 
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syndicaliste as the majority of the journalists strongly supported the 

government’s stand on the Union sacrée and Capy and Desprès represented 

the anti-war minority on the editorial board. The journal subsequently became 

La Bataille and was subsidized by the government, supporting right-wing 

syndicalistes who at this time were the majority leaders of the CGT. In 1915 

Capy attended her first pacifist conference entitled “Romain Rolland et la 

jeunesse,” the proceedings of which were banned in Paris. 

 

By 1915 Capy was convinced that pacifism was a necessary adjunct to her 

socialist, feminist philosophy and activism especially after losing many of her 

school friends in the Battle of the Marne. In this she differed from other socialist 

women. It was not easy to remain a feminist pacifist in France in 1915 as the 

majority of feminist women became fervent nationalists when the war erupted 

as can be seen by the stance taken in the war novels of Tinayre, Yver and 

Delarue-Mardrus. It is thought that Emile Arnaud coined the term “pacifisme” in 

1901.32 Pacifism was a relatively new term. Capy was a founding member of 

the Comité international des femmes pour une paix permanente (CIFPP), better 

known as the comité des femmes de la rue Fondary with women such as 

Madeleine Vernet, Jeanne Halbwachs,33 Marguerite de Saint-Prix34 and 

Madeleine Rolland, the sister of Romain Rolland.35 They clandestinely 

published Un devoir urgent pour les femmes which urged pacifism for the future 

while acknowledging that peace could not be achieved immediately.36 Grayzel 

comments that activist pacifism was more common amongst radical left-wing 

Rieneauocialists such as Jeanne Mélin37 and Louise Saumoneau,38 than the 

                                                           
32  Norman Ingram. “‘Nous allons vers les monastères.’ French Pacifism and the Crisis of the 
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right-wing proponents of women’s rights.39 For most women activists, pacifism 

was secondary to their feminist ideals. Julie Siegfried, president of the Conseil 

national des femmes françaises called on women to unite behind the 

government to save France.40 The prestigious editor Jane Misme rejected all 

pacifist proposals in the journal La Française and reiterated that there could be 

no peace without complete German withdrawal from France.41 Christopher 

Prochasson remarks that ardent patriotism “sealed off” dissent, muting any 

intellectual debate about the war from either left- or right-wing elements.42 

Françoise Navet-Bouron shows how women’s voices fell under particular 

scrutiny by the censor. She notes four themes that were especially frowned 

upon: the most censored were articles regarding women taking industrial action 

followed by articles on women spies, women victims of German atrocities and 

those that depicted sorrowing mothers and widows.43 Marcelle Capy had an 

article censored as it “pourrait troubler la paix civile” since it concerned women’s 

suffering in factories and in the fields.44 However, most women felt that French 

soil was under siege and had to be defended so their drive for emancipation 

and gender equality was put aside for the duration of the war. In short, to 

question the war effort meant being branded as a traitor. Only a few, like 

Marcelle Capy, remained true to the ideology of “la mère pacifiste.”45 

 

As a left-wing feminist, Capy espoused pacifism as an ideology. However, the 

war ensured that pacifism soon became an intense political issue and a grave 

national anxiety that was manifested at the trial of Hélène Brion.46 A feminist, 

pacifist, school teacher and trade unionist, Hélène Brion was accused of 
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‘defaitism’ in November 1917.47 Her defence was that pacifism was “the 

expression of her female morality, the opposite of male brutality.”48 Her so called 

‘defeatist’ attitude was seen as closely allied to pacifism. Brion was further 

accused of subversion by writing a pamphlet advocating peace by international 

negotiation which was said to undermine French military morale.”49 She was the 

first French woman to be tried by a military tribunal in France.50 Hélène Brion 

had many supporters including Capy, Marguerite Durand and Madeleine Vernet 

who remarked “il sera beau de dire qu’une femme a osé cela !” 51 and also 

vehement detractors as she looked sexually ambiguous, wore trouser suits and 

had “a peaceful and unaggressive demeanour in the face of insult.”52 La 

Française condemned her outright as undermining the feminist cause as well 

as being unpatriotic. In fact the specific pamphlet she was arrested for 

distributing had been written by Alphonse Merrheim, secretary of the metal 

workers union. He was never charged.53 Although the trial was not as prolonged 

as that of Alfred Dreyfus, it created a media furore which gave a significant 

impetus to the widely held view that many women were in fact ‘the enemy 

within.’ Bard argues that Brion was not condemned to a three year prison term 

for espousing women’s rights but condemned as a teacher for directing a 

pacifist wing of the CGT which was detrimental to her standing in the 

community. As a teacher she was in a position to influence children’s 

education.54 The right-wing press depicted Brion as a traitor and a German spy 

and the left-wing press was fragmented as only a few feminists publicly adopted 

a pacifist stance. 
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Shortly before the war, Marcelle Capy had met Romain Rolland.55 She came to 

admire his stance on pacifism as he too challenged the majority opinion on the 

conduct of war and like him, she decried the romanticisation of the patriarchal 

values of duty, honour, sacrifice and glory that permeated official war 

propaganda. Although the government’s aim was to promote cooperation in the 

war effort, she did not believe the half-truths and misrepresentation 

disseminated by some of the general press, which became known as “bourrage 

de crane” in the desperate effort to foster enthusiasm for the war effort and gain 

support from l’arrière.56 Condemned to “chômage pacifiste”57 after resigning 

from La Bataille syndicaliste in 1915, Capy was fortunately assisted by 

Séverine, a well-established journalist, to compile her own polemic book, Une 

voix de femme dans la mêlée based on her investigative experiences and 

articles she had written for La Bataille syndicaliste. She became the fille 

spirituelle of Séverine and worked with her at Hommes de jour and at Journal 

du peuple on socialist feminist topics. The title Une voix de femme dans la 

mêlée was an acknowledgement of and a tribute to Romain Rolland for his 

humanist appeal for peace in his work Au-dessus de la mêlée published in 

Switzerland on 22nd September 1914 but it did not appear in France until it was 

smuggled over the border in 1915 by Marguerite Thévenet.58  Subsequently 

Rolland wrote a very complimentary preface to Capy’s work, praising her 

mature clear-sightedness and commitment to the pacifist movement at such a 

young age and referring to her as “l’alouette gauloise.”59 The first edition of Une 

voix de femme dans la mêlée was harshly censored and it was thanks to Aristide 

Briand that a second edition emerged. It was still censored but as a notable 

form of protest, the publisher, Librairie Ollendorf, took a great risk in 1916 by 

publishing the table of contents marked only by asterisks and with dozens of 

blank pages indicating to readers the passages the government refused to allow 
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her to publish.60 In a review, the editor of Le Censeur, J. Ernest-Charles, 

remarked that “la censure n’a pas voulu que cette voix fut retentissante (…) Il y 

a beaucoup de tâches blanches qui sont très significatives,”61 indicating that 

perhaps the public were not being told about significant aspects of the war. 

 

In the Introduction to Vingt ans après, (the 1930 edition of Une voix de femme 

dans la mêlée), Capy informs the reader that censorship was enforced because 

the work was written by a woman and the censor said: “Si ce livre avait été écrit 

par un homme, je vous accorderai l’autorisation car, cela prendrait une allure 

politique et l’on sait bien qu’en politique tout est relatif.” As the book consisted 

of a series of essays, the censor said: “[…] vous avez assemblé ces gouttes [de 

poison] et vous me présentez un flacon de poison.”62 This meant that had the 

writing been short articles, each one would only be “une goutte” but the censor 

would not allow the entire book into the public domain as he deemed the articles 

an extremely provocative collection undermining morale. It is interesting to note 

that the work of Barbusse, Le Feu, published in the same year, although in the 

same vein as Capy’s polemic writing, had only one passage about a French 

soldier impersonating a German in order to see his wife censored in France as 

it was originally published in serial form in the newspaper, L’Œuvre.63 Barbusse 

had forthright opinions too and also describes traumatic events although in a 

fictionalised form. He appears to suggest that suffering and sacrifice will lead to 

a better society as war was seen as cleansing and there would be renewal in 

its aftermath, sentiments that Capy strongly disputed in her pacifist writing.64 

Une voix de femme dans la mêlée is not a linear narrative but consists of five 

separate sections each containing short essays on wartime topics revealing the 

plight of women in varied situations. The book is written in journalistic style, 

confrontational in some of the “gouttes” and yet entirely sympathetic to those 

she considers discriminated against. Capy has a very perceptive grasp of the 

hypocrisy of war and the people who exploit the unsuspecting poor. She 
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maintains that most French people do not know why France is involved in a war 

caused by the assassination of a Serbian archduke. It opens with the argument 

that everything she writes is in support of those who are suffering: 

Nous ne sommes point des enfants et nous n’avons pas besoin de 
contes de fées pour nous bercer. Malgré tout le mal que se donnent 
les “héros de l’arrière”, nous savons que la guerre n’est pas un jeu. 
Nous savons qu’à toute heure du jour il se passe des drames sur le 
front de bataille ; que balles et obus y pleuvent et que c’est du 
malheur pour quelqu’un. Non seulement nous le savons, mais 
encore nous en souffrons dans toutes nos fibres, car ce sont des 
êtres humains comme nous qui sont frappés. Nous nous sentons 
solidaires de leur souffrances. Pourquoi ne le leur dirions-nous pas? 
Il est si consolant d’entendre la plainte d’un cœur ami ! Dans la 
tragique aventure que nous traversons, nous sommes tous plus ou 
moins meurtris. Il me semble que nous nous sentirions soulagés, si 
nous voyions qu’on partageât nos peines (VM23). 
 

In fact this paragraph outlines her goals and is her reason for writing such a 

collection of anecdotes and homilies in which no section of society is exempt 

from her detailed observations of exploitation and corruption. Capy is stridently 

outspoken and totally unafraid of any repercussions from reporting the facts as 

she sees them, but entirely sympathetic to people battling emotional and social 

distress. Her descriptions of the wounded soldiers and conditions in the 

trenches are graphic, covering rats, mud, lice and poor food as well as the 

overwhelming fear felt by the poilus under fire, a sentiment rarely discussed. 

Some examples from each section demonstrate her polemic and forceful style 

in exposing issues. For example, the practice of glossing over the horror of the 

war in the press is discussed in the first section: “Ceux qui se battent” (VM23-

46). Although the civilian calls the Germans “cochons de Boches” (VM33) she 

reports that the poilus reiterate that the Germans are men like others and 

appreciate chocolate from home (VM33). War is really the “[c]aprices de 

princes, appétits de financiers, ruses de diplomats, et ces masses 

s’entrechoquent sous la mitraille” (VM 34). Patriotic men on both sides are just 

cannon fodder who on return from the trenches, lower their eyes to spare others 

“des visions d’horreur gravées dans leurs prunelles…” (VM35). She concludes 

that for most women there is only sadness and loss as they see the wounded 

arrive at the hospital: 

Les femmes ne peuvent contenir leur tristesse. Des mouchoirs 
essuient des larmes. L’une après l’autre, les civières pénètrent dans 
l’hôpital. Les portes se referment. L’automobile s’éloigne. Mais ils 
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n’ont plus la force de s’en aller, ceux qui ont assisté à la scène. Ils 
restent là, muet, raidis, oppressés. (VM39) 

 
As “une ouvrière aux cheveux gris, dont les yeux sont restés secs” remarks: “Il 

est parti en bonne santé, le mien. Il n’y a que sa médaille qui soit revenue.”(VM 

40) The waiting women remain silent. Their silence is more poignant than sobs 

and it is a scene to which they will become accustomed as the deaths 

accumulate. The women will never forget their first sight of these wounded and 

dying men returning home. This, then, is the reality of their war. Women seem 

powerless to halt the carnage as they have no political voice in the prosecution 

of this Great War. 

 

Marcelle Capy shows that, contrary to the view that women did not understand 

what was happening behind the lines, she fully comprehends the great suffering 

experienced throughout France by 1916 as an observant journalist prepared to 

write about facts in a literary manner from first hand experience. Capy’s 

descriptions of women’s sorrow in the second section, “Ceux qui pleurent” 

(VM47-68) reiterates the notion that all women, French, English, German and 

Russian, are the creators of men so there should be a natural solidarity amongst 

all mothers as pacifists because “leur cœur est en perpétuelle révolte contre 

tout ce qui détruit leur œuvre, tout ce qui crée de la mort” (VM48). Capy 

acknowledges women’s heroism in this uncertain time, with the dearth of 

information and the meagre communications of war (VM63). 

 

The incident described in “La Misère” (VM50) further encapsulates the tragedy 

of the war for women. The old widow has only one son. He has gone to fight 

and she is left to fend for herself, poor and scratching in fields and woods for 

food. There is no notion of glory and honour in battle for this peasant woman, 

all she can do is wait and hope that her only son will return: 

La vieille, dans sa rage impuissante, blessée dans sa seule 
tendresse, brisée par la pauvreté, enveloppe de la même haine tous 
ceux qui se jouent de la misère et du cœur du peuple. Et elle est 
belle dans sa révolte la paysanne dont le fils se bat (VM52). 
 

In addition, the resentment regarding the destructiveness of war is aptly 

demonstrated by the image of an old woman and her only grandson waiting for 

food. A passerby remarks that the boy will make a good soldier. The old woman 
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replies that if she believed that, she would rather strangle him immediately 

(VM66), such is her indescribable bitterness at her loss of the boy’s parents to 

the war. The section “Réfugiés” (VM57) contains particularly acute depictions 

of poverty-stricken women, widows and families, especially mothers, waiting for 

news of their sons or husbands. These women are carelessly and often brutally 

treated by bureaucrats when informing them of the death of their son or 

husband. Capy deplores the fact that the men in their ivory towers who are safe 

from the horrors of the front can be so callous (VM60). However, Capy reports 

that women and children arriving in Paris from the occupied east are helped: 

“Des bonnes volontés s’offrent. Certains vont s’occuper d’héberger les 

malheureux. D’autres vont essayer de trouver du travail à l’ouvrier. C’est 

touchant, c’est simple” (VM59). For Capy it is those people who help to improve 

the situation for the displaced who should be seen as the true patriots and 

heroes in France. Although not strictly reportage, Capy conveys women’s 

suffering without sentimentality. 

 

Capy shows the greatest contempt for the Parisian woman in “Le Prolétariat 

féminin,” (VM60) who is considered by other nations, both friend and enemy, to 

be “une poupée, jolie sans doute, mais frivole et vicieuse.” This type of woman 

is seen as an empty head who pages through silly novels and has illicit liaisons, 

the kind who only cares about the impression she makes. Capy contrasts this 

banal image with that of the woman who is forced by financial necessity to work 

long hours in a heavy duty munitions factory. Such women are exploited by their 

employer as they accept less pay than a man for the same work. Women do 

not have the same power to demand: “à travail égal, salaire égal” (VM61) but 

they work for low wages because the country needs them and they need to 

earn. Capy describes those who are doing the hard work on farms and in 

another part of Paris, the people who feed the hungry and those who care for 

children at the Colonie d’Étretat. This is a safe place in the country for evacuated 

children to live during the War. The uncertainty pervades their lives and Capy 

empathises with the mothers who are devastated at letting the children go as 

they worry they might not see them again. 
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“Les Grotesques” (VM89-124) was the most censored section of the book in the 

1916 edition as it deals mainly with politicians’ attitudes to the soldiers’ 

sacrifices, and with public corruption. In addition, Capy criticises the men who 

are too old to go to the front but who promote the war with their militaristic 

slogans: “Tuons, écrasons, sabrons ! Vive la guerre !” (VM90) but who also 

instruct women to produce children. Capy inveighs against their belief that war 

is necessary to purge society and that there will be greater moral purity as a 

result of the sacrifices (VM94). She questions the value of this idea considering 

it a tragedy for those who die in the war, the young men who have not had a 

chance to live, sacrificed for this heinous belief. She condemns exploitation, 

cowardice and rumours about the Germans, reminding the reader that there are 

German mothers who also mourn their sons (VM103). She asks: “Est-ce aux 

femmes à réveiller les atavismes sanguinaires ? Si la férocité se loge au cœur 

des mères, ou donc réfugiera l’humanité ?” She feels that sensible strong 

women represent the country’s best bulwark against rumours and corruption by 

officials, who abuse their positions of trust. Like Delarue-Mardrus in Un roman 

civil en 1914, Capy is disdainful and critical of the frivolous woman who enjoys 

the drama of nursing the wounded soldiers wearing a glamorous Red Cross 

uniform, describing her as “la grande dame qui joue à l’ange”(VM110). Capy 

feels that this type of behaviour detracts from the valuable nursing done by 

many dedicated women with her: “Odieuse ostentation dont souffrent les 

malades et les infirmières vraiment dévouées” (VM107). This was often the 

case and in a detailed chapter Darrow clarifies the dilemma for women wanting 

to nurse. 65 Some women who volunteered used nursing as an excuse for self-

aggrandisement and power. These women who were the object of Capy’s scorn 

were often cited as the majority but other volunteers genuinely wishing to help 

were seen as women caring for men –  the extension of their role in normal life, 

not performing an extraordinary patriotic act in wartime and comparable to 

poilus. Many of these nurses served very close to the Western Front and as 

ambulancières. However, the memory of their contribution to the war was hardly 

commemorated despite the large number of women involved. Annette Becker 
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has found very few memorials to nurses and their role has effectively been 

detached from public commemoration.66 

 

In “Propos et Dialogues” (VM117) Capy reports on a meeting she attends with 

Séverine where an eminent history professor is speaking. Capy expects 

“quelque chose comme un cri miraculeux ; une parole de feu et de lumière. Au 

moins une protestation navrée” (VM119) but she is horrified to hear him say that 

it is the excellent wine and the pretty women of France that are the cause of the 

war. She remarks: “Et voilà la plus grande, la plus effroyable guerre de l’Histoire, 

vue par un grand historien. Et voilà l’oraison funèbre des garçons de mon âge, 

mis en croix dans tous les pays” (VM120). She shows that the historian has no 

answer that can satisfactorily justify the war and the deaths of so many young 

men. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 

In the last section, “Temps de guerre” (VM125-180), Capy highlights the 

dilemma of French women who are raped by German soldiers. Should the 

foetus be aborted or accepted? The Catholic Church could not condone 

abortion but if the child is born would this innocent child and the mother be 

penalised for life by his or her unfortunate origin, by their very existence? Capy 

reiterates that these women and children are as much victims of war as the 

conscripted soldiers who have to fight and die. This section draws on Capy’s 

articles published in La Bataille syndicaliste of February 1915 as the issue was 

widely and vociferously debated in the press. At this time many rumours 

accused the Germans of atrocities as they invaded Belgium and northern 

France and the topic of the status of the progeny of rape victims was widely 

debated. The debate centred on whether the child’s identity would be French or 

German and whether the French mother could compensate for a German 

father. For Capy motherhood was deemed to be the most important influence 

and the child should be accepted as French and have a French identity which 

would overcome the barbarism of German heritage. She was in agreement with 

Delarue-Mardrus’s similar sentiments regarding this emotional issue as 

mentioned in the previous chapter.  
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In the same vein Capy’s view on marriage is at odds with that of the prevailing 

culture in “Légitimes et illégitimes.” She remarks: 

Vous savez que le mariage, bien que sanctifié par les autorités 
civiles et religieuses, est en général une simple réglementation 
d’intérêt permettant aux familles de vendre la jeunesse de leur fille, 
aux jeunes hommes de monnayer la particule de leur nom ou le 
prestige qui s’attache à leur situation sociale (VM171-172). 

 
She avers that this type of arrangement in marriage condemns some women to 

abuse. This is kept secret because their social situation as married women has 

more prestige socially but in Capy’s eyes there is no morality in this attitude. 

She advocates that love is essential especially in this time of war and demands 

welfare assistance for all children both legitimate and illegitimate. She illustrates 

her anger at this unwelcome decision by reproducing a letter in L’Officiel stating 

that the Public Assistance decrees that unmarried mothers will not be eligible 

for a military allowance even if the father of the child has died in service. Capy 

elucidates the inhumanity of bureaucratic decisions and the profiteers who do 

not recognise that the deaths on both sides of the conflict are a catastrophe for 

everyone. She focuses on women’s endurance and fortitude under conditions 

of hardship and uncertainty because she realises that there is no female 

concomitant to trench warfare. They therefore experienced a qualitatively 

different war to that of the men at the front. These images of women and their 

experiences are an important adjunct to understanding aspects of the war that 

differed from men’s involvement. These divergent experiences contributed to 

women’s slow progress towards gender equality in the inter-war period as 

women were forced to relinquish their ambitions and return to pre-war 

occupations. 

 

Although partly reportage and partly opinion, Capy’s images of women and their 

circumstances have a vividness and immediacy which contrast markedly with 

the insipid portraits in official propaganda as outlined by Joanna Shearer in her 

article “Dressing up for War.”67 Shearer maintains there is a scolding and class 

conscious tone with rather condescending judgements in Capy’s work but 

perhaps Capy felt this was essential to differentiate her work from the official 
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line of propaganda. John Cruikshank remarks that: “Flawed immediacy can be 

more valuable testimony than flawless but detached reconstruction.”68 As 

previously mentioned, this genre of war writing, called témoignage de la guerre, 

has not been considered by some literary critics69 to be genuine war writing as 

it did not stem from the immediacy of trench experience. However in more 

recent appraisals it has been seen as an important adjunct to understanding 

aspects of the Great War especially from women’s points of view.70 This is 

particularly true of writing by women which described their experiences or 

incorporated them into fiction. Generally, women were considered by many men 

to have had an easy war and profited unfairly from their new experiences. There 

was very little recognition that women were forced by necessity to ‘become 

masculinised’, by performing essential factory work and heavy farm labour to 

bring in the harvests to feed the army. Marcelle Capy’s representations of 

women leave no doubt that for many women, the war changed their lives forever 

in that they realised the war circumstances had allowed them to show their 

capabilities in many and varied ways. In the concluding paragraph of Une voix 

de femme dans la mêlée Capy exhorts one to be open to learn about what is 

happening: 

Pendant que la bestialité s’est réveillée hurlante dans la chair de 
tant d’Européens qui se croyaient civilisés, nous, les femmes, 
instruisons-nous. Que toute cette horreur qui nous fait souffrir nous 
donne le dégoût de la brutalité. Cultivons notre esprit. Apprenons. 
Lisons. Aimons le livre. Il nous rendra meilleures (VM182-183). 

 
Marcelle Capy envisaged a type of moral and spiritual resistance to war and 

she persisted with this ideal after the Great War. She continued to write and 

give lectures on pacifism recognising that the written word was a powerful 

means of informing the public. That is borne out by the fact that Une voix was 

so heavily censored and not available in a full edition until 1930. 

 

These short essays portray women and their concerns alongside Capy’s strong 

opinions on the daily tribulations ordinary women faced both before and during 

the war. Cardinal suggests her opinions were not typical of French women’s 

writing of the time and that their censorship showed the hostility with which her 
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work was received.71 Marcelle Capy was amongst a very small minority of 

writers who, through her journalism and her close association with women, both 

workers and peasants, became very familiar with their lack of power and poor 

living conditions. She gives voice to and represents the majority of women who 

had no way of expressing their concerns. Capy’s coverage of these unedifying 

aspects of the situations during the war was seen as undermining the solidarity 

of the home front but it strongly reflects her deeply-held pacifist feminist 

ideology. Her career as a writer contrasts with the Belle Epoque writing of 

Tinayre, Yver and Delarue-Mardrus, revealing the more complex situations 

faced by many less fortunate women in her polemic journalism. 

  

During the Great War, Capy continued to stimulate the debate around women’s 

working conditions and particularly pacifism, by writing journal articles in, for 

example, La Vie féminine72 and La Voix des femmes.73 For the material she 

worked incognito as a munitionnette in an armaments factory where no 

inspectrice du travail was allowed to see women’s work places. Her observant 

articles reflect her active participation.The factory work was repetitive and 

women were not given the technical training to enable them to rise above purely 

manual work.74 Although the work was well paid, she was horrified at how 

difficult and heavy it was.75 As the increasing anxiety about the low birth-rate in 

France grew into a national debate, women were criticised for working in these 

factories. The Government pro-natalist policy needed women to have children 

but conditions in the armament factories were dangerous and involved toxic 

chemicals that could damage the foetus. 

 

As a socialist and pacifist feminist Capy was ambivalent about women having 

to produce armaments but did not denigrate women who did, unlike her fellow 

feminist pacifist Louise Saumoneau who spent time in prison for her strident 

views against the armament factories. By helping to expose the adverse 

conditions, Capy assisted in having regulations speedily enacted to make these 
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workplaces safer and to limit duties for pregnant and breastfeeding workers. 

This was not altogether for altruistic reasons on the part of the government as 

Mindy Jane Roseman points out.76 She asserts that care of pregnant women 

became institutionalised and highly regulated with the aim of decreasing infant 

mortality. Rachel Fuchs points out that by 1917 unmarried mothers were 

allowed to claim paternity rights from dead soldiers which favoured the children 

being brought up in families and that would also serve the Republic by 

increasing the supply of potential soldiers.77 However, despite the privations, 

for many women the work was essential as their income had diminished with 

their men away at war. 78  A grève des ventres was called for as pacifists hoped 

to discourage women from having children during the war.79 However the 

campaign failed as it was seen as unpatriotic by most women both socialist and 

those formerly promoting women’s rights. Antagonistic and apprehensive trade 

unionists too complained about women doing this work but more to preserve 

wage levels for men after the war than out of consideration for the women’s 

health or work environment. 

 

With the prolongation of the war pacifism became categorised as a source of 

grave political opposition to national government policy. Low morale and the 

great losses of men in the trenches made pacifism a difficult cause to pursue. 

Politics even entered the salon of l’Amazone Natalie Barney where committed 

pacifists such as Marcelle Capy, Séverine and “les institutrices de la rue de la 

Fondary” were welcomed.80 Fervent patriots such as Jane Misme refused to 

meet there as they were opposed to pacifism. Pacifist pamphlets written by the, 

Pierre Brizon81 and Marcelle Capy were read at the front and had some 
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influence on the army mutineers in 1917 although by and large, pacifists had 

little influence on the course of the war.82  

 

To further their continued opposition to war and to establish an autonomous 

voice, Marcelle Capy founded La Vague: “hebdomadaire de combat social et 

féministe”83 in 1918 with her partner, a former primary school teacher, Pierre 

Brizon (1878-1923) as director. He was an international pacifist and the socialist 

député of Moulins in the Allier from 1910-1919. This weekly, socialist magazine 

consisted of a four page edition with Capy as co-editor writing for the women’s 

section of the journal which encouraged women to have an equal but 

complementary role with their husband.84 She also published soldiers’ letters 

which revealed the inhumane degradation soldiers were experiencing in the 

trenches.85 Brizon mainly denounced capitalists who were making a fortune 

from armaments like the Schneiders and De Dion motor car companies, 

manufacturers of the famous De Dion-Bouton. He was virtually bankrupted as 

De Dion pursued him for libel. Committed pacifists such as Brizon began to 

prepare for implementing their ideas in a post-war society and many joined the 

newly formed Communist party. La Vague became very popular, with a 

circulation of 350,000 at its peak in 1922.86 Brizon married Capy in 1922. 

However, in 1923 Capy seems to have had a sort of neo-spiritual, Christian 

episode in which she divorced Brizon and consequently La Vague folded. 

Brizon found himself without a journal and even lost his house as it was in the 

name of Jeanne Marquès, Capy’s older sister. He died in 1923 after establishing 

a new journal, Le Bloc rouge.87 In establishing La Vague as a forum for debate, 

Capy showed that many women activists wished to be incorporated more fully 

into French economic, social and political life with concomitant public 

recognition of the roles they had played during the war. 
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Marcelle Capy continued to write feminist, pacifist articles and was a speaker 

on the lecture circuit in France and at many pacifist meetings in Germany, 

Canada, and the United States of America in the inter-war years. Although she 

had difficulty in obtaining a passport because of her writing. 88 She promoted a 

type of pacifism which also encompassed feminist ideals for gender equality as 

a prerequisite for world peace.89 For example, in 1924 Capy travelled to 

Germany and founded a mixed pacifist moral education society called Les 

Amies de la paix. She attended the Fourth Women’s International League 

Congress in Washington DC in 1924 and was a speaker at the Femmes pour 

la Paix et la Liberté conference in Geneva in 1926. She had an impressive 

speaking voice and presence which made a great impression on people who 

heard her speak against war and the re-arming of belligerent nations. In June 

1925, she published L’Amour roi which amalgamated her neo-Christian 

spiritualism with her pacifist ideals.90 She was greatly influenced by Jean 

Jaurès’s exhortation: “Le courage c’est d’aimer la vie” which comes from his 

Discours à la jeunesse (1903).91 Capy’s pacifist socialist manifesto explained to 

readers: 

Le courage, c’est de dominer ses propres fautes, d’en souffrir mais 
de n’en pas être accablé et de continuer son chemin. Le courage, 
c’est d’aimer la vie et de regarder la mort d’un regard tranquille; 
c’est d’aller à l’idéal et de comprendre le réel ; c’est d’agir et de se 
donner aux grandes causes sans savoir quelle récompense réserve 
à notre effort l’univers profond, ni s’il lui réserve une récompense. 
Le courage, c’est de chercher la vérité et de la dire ; c’est de ne pas 
subir la loi du mensonge triomphant qui passe, et de ne pas faire 
écho, de notre âme, de notre bouche et de nos mains aux 
applaudissements imbéciles et aux huées fanatiques. 

 
The book was widely advertised in pacifist journals. One such advertisement 

read: 

Si vous voulez avoir la vraie Force et servir la vraie Vie au lieu de 
suivre par faiblesse les erreurs qui mènent l‘Humanité à des 
guerres sans fin et des douleurs sans nombres : Lisez: L’Amour-roi 
par Marcelle Capy. Il vous apprendra le Secret de la Joie intérieure, 
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le Devoir actif de Resistance aux maux de la Guerre et de 
l’Avidité.92 

 

This demonstrates her commitment to pacifism but with the added approach of 

Christian spiritualism and harks back to the final paragraph in Une voix de 

femme dans la mêlée which had immense appeal in the aftermath of the Great 

War. The focus of pacifism changed in the 1930s and there was no cohesive 

movement that could be called socialist, feminist and pacifist which would reflect 

Marcelle Capy’s individual stance. From 1923-1936 she edited another journal, 

La Vague Nouvelle. Though also a weekly magazine, it never achieved the 

circulation enjoyed by the original La Vague. 

 

Disappointingly, considering their contribution to the overall war effort, there 

were few concessions for women politically in France at this time although there 

were advances in education and commerce. Whilst professionally a journalist 

and lecturer, Marcelle Capy felt that she needed to incorporate her pacifist and 

socialist reconciliation ideals into a novel in order to reach a wider audience. It 

seemed as if writing was one of the only ways women could retain the memory 

of what had happened to them during the war. This is in marked contrast to the 

many memorials for poilus. The result was published in 1930, eleven years after 

the Great War ended and provided a more bitter and despairing view of what 

had taken place than the war novels previously discussed. Des hommes 

passèrent… a book half fiction, half argument, speaks directly of the devastating 

impact of the Great War on the whole population of a French village. With its 

overriding theme of cooperation between people it encapsulates Capy’s 

commitment to pacifism at all levels from village life to the politics of Paris. 

However she does not preach her doctrine but by unfolding the events in the 

life of the heroine, Madeline, Capy portrays the fortitude and courage shown by 

rural women during the Great War.93 

 

Des hommes passèrent… is set in Pradines, a small village in the Lot, (where 

Capy grew up) before, during and after the Great War. Notably the heroїne is a 
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country girl not a Parisian.94 There the link between the war in the trenches and 

l’arrière was quite tenuous with ignorance on both sides. Much of the stress of 

life à l’arrière was incomprehensible to many men at the front. Written in 1929, 

the novel has the advantage of hindsight, unlike two of the previous war novels 

discussed, Tinayre’s La Veillée des armes and Delarue-Mardrus’ Un roman 

civil, which were written at the beginning of the war. Capy’s novel encompasses 

the full horror of four years of deprivation and loss by describing the prolonged 

misery of les civils and the destruction of village life, despite its distance from 

the frontline. Capy’s simple but ironic language and measured tone enhance 

the narrative and foreshadow the inevitable tragic outcome. Her writing evokes 

the sounds and odours of the countryside with the expected cycle of life 

contrasting poignantly with the devastation caused by the war. 

 

Des hommes passèrent… follows the change in fortune of a successful peasant 

farmer and the subsequent collapse of the expectations of his only child, 

Madeline. It confronts the dilemmas country women faced just to survive on 

small farms during the Great War, as statistics show that rural men suffered a 

greater proportion of deaths than any other group during the four years of war.95 

Women’s principal role lay in preserving a semblance of normality under very 

difficult circumstances as the prolongation of the war required increased effort. 

As conditions became more arduous as the war dragged on, it became more 

and more difficult for women on the farms to keep up normal food production. 

 

At first, Madeline is a pretty, hardworking girl around her parents’ farm, clever 

at school and “toujours propre” (DP10). She does not have the wholehearted 

approval of her father as she likes to buy novels when she has saved some 

money, unlike other girls who buy confectionery. Her father disapproves 

because: “Les livres, disait-il, donnent des idées de grandeur et troublent le 

jugement” (DP11). She already has an interest in life beyond the confines of the 

village. With the outbreak of the war, Madeline’s awareness gets her into 

trouble. She is now conditioned to be suspicious. Madeline sees a young man 

taking notes next to the village water source and reports him as there are 
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rumours that German spies are trying to infiltrate the countryside.  He turns out 

to be an electricity inspector; Madeline is furious and humiliated as she feels 

the inspector should be in the army. He is young and fit like her fiancé, 

Sébastien, who has been conscripted. She angrily exclaims: “Les hommes haut 

placés restaient chez eux, paisiblement, et ‘tenaient la main aux espions’” 

(DP55). She already has an opinion on the unfairness of the war, which was the 

topic of one of Capy’s scathing attacks in Une voix de femme dans la mêlée 

(VM125-135). The pre-war belief that the Government was in control is reflected 

in her father’s view that: “les hommes compétents s’en chargent. Chacun à sa 

place” (DP11). This will be undermined by events beyond his understanding 

with unimaginable consequences, but at first: 

[le père de la Madeline] faisait confiance au Gouvernement, car le 
Gouvernement était au sommet du pays ce que Dieu est au sommet 
de la vie et la Nature au sommet des saisons. Tout en cueillant les 
haricots, la Madeline reconnaissait que son père avait raison 
(DP61-62). 

 
War propaganda has a powerful effect on small communities isolated from the 

actual front. The women are upset that their men have to enlist but for many 

men, including Sébastien, it is a chance to escape the drudgery of peasant life, 

to see the world away from the village (DHP11). Sébastien is conscripted and 

Madeline becomes more inclined to work hard on the farm in the belief that 

when he returns he will be proud of her. She feels that as they have had to 

postpone their wedding, she needs to prove her worth as a marriage prospect 

as he is doing at the front. However, no one in the village anticipates the 

fractures in society that are the inevitable consequence of the increased mobility 

between the villages and an engagement with a wider environment than that 

experienced by rural men before the war. 

 

The social hierarchy in small communities changed dramatically with the 

conscription and later death of so many young men. Women and older men had 

to replace farmers and take on unexpected responsibilities and learn skills 

associated with farming. Madeleine’s father, Gary, now the backbone of the 

village with all the fit, young men at the front, is consequently obliged to teach 

the village women how to work on their land and look after their animals. One 

morning Gary has a catastrophic stroke and can no longer work: 
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Les femmes venaient pour les nouvelles. Elles poussaient des 
soupirs. Gary avait travaillé pour toutes. Il tombait à la peine. Elles 
avaient envie de pleurer. Fallait-il pleurer pour ceux du front et aussi 
pour ceux de l’arrière ? (DP93). 
 

Madeline responds to the challenge and takes over the farm and “travailla, 

comme un homme” (DP95). As a dutiful daughter she continues her father’s 

work in spite of its relentlessness. In fact there is no choice. Madeline humbly 

thinks: “Chacun fait son devoir. Le devoir de Sébastien était grandiose. Celui 

de la Madeline, obscur” (DP114). She works out of necessity but also to impress 

Sébastien when he comes back. She must live up to her heroic vision of what 

he is doing at the front. Her naivety is tragic and yet it is this resolve that  keeps 

her motivated in these uncertain times. 

 

After some months, Sébastien has a permission and Madeline is sure he will 

help her on the farm as to her he is “noble, formidable, [et] héroïque” (DP114). 

He does not but she makes excuses for him because he is a soldier and 

“[l]’amour étouffe la raison et efface la peine” (DP117). He has changed and not 

for the better as he cheerfully acknowledges he uses “système D” (DP121) to 

make his life là-haut much easier.96 In fact he buys his way out of danger. 

Despite acquiring some new shoes and trying to look beautiful, all her hard work 

has made Madeline become less attractive to him; in fact the work has made 

her ugly: “La Madeline vaut un homme – et elle ressemble à un 

homme “(DP126). Although Sébastien feels a little guilty, he does not want this 

worthy woman but an expensive glamourous one: “C’est du luxe qui coûte trop 

cher” (DP124). He admires Madeline but no longer desires her. The moral 

double standard operated as women had to make allowances for men at the 

front to liaise with prostitutes but women were expected to remain chaste for 

their ‘hero’ to return (DP131). Madeline, unaware of this hypocrisy, secretly 

gives him her last gold louis before he returns to the front so that he can be 

safe. 

 

It is a hard decision as she is torn between giving the money to Sébastien or 

keeping it to look after her ill father and frail mother (DP129). This signifies a 

break with custom and an example of role reversal caused by the war as 
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traditionally men would not have accepted money from a woman: “Sébastien 

prend les pièces d’or et embrasse la Madeline sur les deux joues” (DP130). It 

is a great sacrifice and a great risk for Madeline as she is not yet married to 

Sébastien. He selfishly takes her money and on his return to the front, he sends 

her a few postcards but: “Elle savait. Tout le monde savait. Le Sébastien 

n’aimait plus la Madeline” (DP147). The postwoman has read the postcards and 

the whole village knows he has deserted her. She is ashamed but has no choice 

but to continue the relentless struggle to survive as for the whole village “la faim 

est la grande maîtresse” (DP141). 

 

The separation of men from the stability of home and familiar surroundings often 

led to the disintegration of longstanding relationships. Uncertainty and inactivity 

in the trenches, wounding and care by Red Cross nurses and the influence of 

marraines increased their alienation from the women at home whose lives they 

felt were easy and had not changed much.97 The marraines de guerre or 

godmothers, was an exclusively French response to the Great War which 

developed in 1915 through newspaper appeals.98 Women were asked to write 

to poilus at the front. It was presumed that this support would encourage these 

filleuls or godsons at the front to have someone specific to fight for. They were 

usually unknown to each other personally at first but they often met later on. 

The relationship was often beneficial but sometimes led to fraud and 

exploitation on both sides.99 These relationships encouraged by the State to 

give comfort to the soldiers, mainly benefitted bourgeois women known as “les 

bénévoles bourgeoises” to the detriment of the aspirations of working class 

women and often caused relationships like that of Madeline and Sébastien to 

fail. Sébastien, however, is very pleased with the attention of his marraine, 

much to Madeline’s dismay; she cannot compete with the sophisticated 

ministrations of a city woman, her generous food parcels and implied sexual 

favours. As the war dragged on and these problems were aired in the popular 

press, the marraine was often accused of disturbing the accepted social order 
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and she, not the soldier, was often held responsible, for this added disruption.100 

However in the villages the women have different priorities, the crops, the 

remaining animals need looking after and the changing seasons mean each 

have a rhythm of work that is essential to their survival. 

 

Vignettes reflect Capy’s deep understanding of the village women, both the old, 

like “la vieille” Bertrande, whose only son is blinded, and the young, like 

Angeline, “la grande coquette du village” (DP33) that represent a cross-section 

of women with their reactions to the new responsibilities imposed by the war. 

Capy portrays how women’s attitudes and expectations change over the four 

years of the war with the loss of their men, the struggle to look after the land, 

the lack of food and the billeting of German prisoners of war. The poignant 

description of the simple daily life is interspersed with authorial comments that 

underline the civilians’ increasing desperation. The tragedy of war is subtly 

magnified, as participants accept the inevitable changes taking place in the 

community.  After the initial enthusiasm for a quick victory over the Germans, 

women are bitter and sad because of the disruptive effect on this microcosm of 

society and the roles forced on them first, by conscription and secondly, by the 

mutilation and death of their men. The losses are broad and the image of 

Miounette comes to mind: 

Elles pensaient à celles qui avaient pris le deuil. La plus éprouvée 
était la Miounette. Elle avait appris, en même temps, la mort de son 
fils, de son plus jeune frère et d’un neveu – tous trois tombés côte 
à côte (DP68). 
 

“La mort est irrémédiable” (DP108). It is not only these great tragedies that 

occupy the women but events such as the change of season, the wait for letters, 

rumours and gossip and later the arrival of the German prisoners in the village. 

Madeline’s response to the events represents the profound changes in village 

life that affect her prospects over the four years and into the future. 

 

The rhythm of life changes as “[u]ne vie nouvelle animait le village” (DP206) 

with the arrival of the German prisoners to help them on the land. Not only are 

they a source of conversation but the women justify using their help to 
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supplement the food parcels for their men at the front. Madeline has Otto billeted 

on the farm. He has a wife and four children and Madeline is envious of his wife. 

To her astonishment Otto and the others are “cultivateurs” not “messieurs” as 

they had thought, men kind and helpful, hardly the savages they had been led 

to believe by tirades against all Germans. This barbarization of the enemy was 

very much part of official propaganda of which Capy disapproved. She 

describes the Germans as serious, conscientious and describes how they too 

have had to obey the call to arms not really knowing what it is all about, just like 

the conscripted French villagers: 

La paix régnait au village – entre Françaises et Allemands – tandis 
que la guerre continuait au front. Le travail en commun, la réalité de 
chaque jour, l’habitude, rendaient à la vie ses couleurs familières 
(DP223). 
 

This image of co-existence is radical and a quite different view of the enemy 

from that of most war writing. It was consistent with Capy’s pacifist philosophy 

that people have more in common than they have differences. In co-operating 

with the German prisoners, Madeline’s reactions reflect her astonishment at 

their humanity. These men are the enemy but are human with wives, children 

and a love of the land. However, Capy injects reality when la vieille Bertrande’s 

son, Albert, returns badly mutilated and blinded. He refuses to have anything to 

do with the Germans: “Tout le village sut qu’Albert n’en voulait pas aux 

prisonniers. Et ce fut pour beaucoup un soulagement” (DP235). The village is 

now divided by their loyalty to their men and their need for help from the 

prisoners to survive themselves. They can conceive of the abstract German 

enemy but with Albert’s mutilation they confront the reality of the war even 

though these German prisoners are not directly responsible for his injuries. 

Portraying the Germans as she did in this episode was quite a risk for Marcelle 

Capy as there was still a strong anti-German feeling in France in the 1930s 

despite the stringent terms of the Treaty of Versailles. The suffering in France 

had been great during the war and men in the trenches had been suspicious 

that their wives or fiancées could betray or abandon them for civilians or the 

enemy. French women who had fraternised with German soldiers were 
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ostracized101 though research has shown that this fraternisation happened 

much less frequently than rumour and hearsay allowed at the time.102 

 

Meanwhile, Madeline’s life and looks improve as Otto works with her on the 

farm: “Elle se sentait revivre. Et elle ne pensait plus à Sébastien” (DP238). She 

has heard he boasts about his marraine and the presents she gives him. When 

she does see him again on his next visit to the village, Madeline is polite but 

weeps in private for the future she has lost. Finally: 

Quand elle eut pleuré toutes ses larmes, la Madeline enterra le 
cœur de sa jeunesse avec pour épitaphe ce cri de sa dignité en 
révolte : Tout de même, je vaux mieux que ça (DP240). 
 

Wartime hardship has erased her youth. Her strength of character and 

determination overcome her sadness in spite of the humiliation Sébastien’s 

rejection has caused her in the village. She begins to think of Hans, one of the 

young prisoners, as attractive but as he is a German, she cannot contemplate 

a relationship with him and prays for a time when he is no longer the enemy. To 

her he is a man, not an enemy, but the fear of being accused of disloyalty is too 

great. The war seems endless but in October 1918 the prisoners leave the 

village as an Armistice looks inevitable. Madeline has mixed feelings as she is 

glad the war may be over but she needs help from the efficient Germans to work 

the farm properly. She is extremely worried as Sébastien will not be returning 

to help her. Madeline’s adaptability and capacity to solve difficulties are 

emphasised throughout the novel and succinctly represent Marcelle Capy’s 

positive vision of women in countless towns and villages in France during the 

Great War. This representation contrasts with those authors such as Henri 

Barbusse,103 Roland Dorgélès104 and Paul Géraldy105 who for the most part 

portrayed women as uncaring and disloyal, consistent with the commonplace 

view of women à l’arrière by the men in the trenches.106 
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To the surprise of the villagers, Russians refugees are suddenly billeted in the 

village after the Armistice. No one is quite sure why they are there, including the 

Russians themselves. They are quite different to the Germans, mischievous, 

rebellious to their superior officer, much less diligent about their work and very 

curious about the way the French live and how culturally different they are to 

Russians. However, Madeline finds in Michel a friend. She is on equal terms 

with him as: “La Madeline avait travaillé avec des hommes. Et même 

commandé des hommes” (DP307). This is a relief to Madeline and Capy’s 

acknowledgement of the impact the war had on women. They realised they had 

the ability and the perseverance to be a leader and to do men’s work. Madeline 

is astonished to find that Michel farms with camels in Russia, just as Otto farmed 

using machinery in Germany (DP321). She realises that in both cases and in 

her own, all people work to live and need to eat (…) so why is there war? 

(DP322). She now sees the world in a different way because of her contact with 

Otto and Michel and the other men who have been in the village, reflecting 

Capy’s pacifist ideals and the need to internationalise the participants in the war 

for an audience accustomed to war propaganda. La France profonde is opening 

to other cultures, other forms of masculinity by the presence of these foreigners 

in the village. 

 

The war has an intense impact on Madeline’s life. Instead of a simple village life 

she has had to learn to work their farm, and she loses her fiancé when he 

experiences life away from the village. With the war at an end, Madeline has 

time to read again and finds new understanding in the old magazines and books 

she bought as a very young girl before the war. She is still young and 

independent and as a country women has the physical strength to work but also 

she needs a goal: “Il faut une raison d’être – un but : les enfants “(DP327) but 

with the death of so many men any prospects for marriage are minimal. This 

injunction may reflect the official policy in the inter-war years for women to return 

to their main role, that of repopulating France, but also reiterates one of Capy’s 

great passions as a pacifist, namely her belief that maternal grief would ensure 

that all mothers were pacifists. 
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Madeline is tentative about the future and the death of her father, whose 

reassuring presence has given her confidence in spite of his paralysis, adds to 

her uncertainty. Before the burial and after a night vigil watching over his corpse, 

Madeline looks at him for the last time: “Pauvre père, dit tout bas la Madeline, 

tu me laisses sans m’avoir appris ce qu’il aurait fallu savoir… mais tu ne le 

savais pas toi-même” (DP339). He could not have anticipated the aftermath of 

the war and its consequences for France, especially for his daughter. The 

sombre ending is in line with Capy’s recognition that in the inter-war period most 

women were still bound to traditional norms despite their invaluable 

contributions during the Great War. Madeline’s growing understanding of her 

lonely isolation is poignant and subtle: Capy does not force hindsight to an 

unsustainable extent despite her own view of French society and the challenges 

for women that had occurred by 1930 when the novel was published. Now thirty 

years old, Madeleine is pitied as a vieille fille by the village. This less than 

optimistic ending of the novel is possibly the only negative but nonetheless 

realistic sentiment expressed by Capy about women but echoes Marcelle 

Tinayre’s sentiments with her portrait of the vieille fille, Laurence, discussed in 

Chapter Two. 

 

Des hommes passèrent…, I suggest, has not received the wide recognition it 

deserves, not because of its lack of literary quality, but because the Great War 

is still seen as a predominantly masculine event. The novel’s realism with simple 

sentence structure and evocative vocabulary starkly conveys the atmosphere 

of uncertainty and despair felt by women on the home front. It mirrors Capy’s 

deeply held belief that war is a catastrophe for all participants as she portrays 

the Germans and Russians as people and not as the enemy. In her study of 

women’s war writing, O’Brien proposes that “women writers succeed in 

expressing their responses to war which are ignored or marginalised by the 

established male authors of the First World War.”107 Her assessment is borne 

out by the war novels in this study which show a different, compelling picture of 

how the Great War affected French women. Historian Karen Offen agrees with 

that sentiment remarking that this novel renders women like Madeline more 
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visible in French cultural history.108 Madeline is not a heroine in the grand sense 

but Capy’s vivid portrayal adds another layer to the representation of women, 

offering a wider perspective on French women’s lives during the Great War than 

has been popularly accepted. It also shows that Marcelle Capy’s basic view of 

pacifism, socialism and women’s rights did not vary in her writing with the advent 

of the Great War, rather they were clarified and extended in her commitment to 

her ideals. 

 

Marcelle Capy is most often cited by historians for her articles in La Bataille 

syndicaliste and her essays in Une voix de femme dans la mêlée, written as a 

young woman in a polemical and didactic style.109 However, I would argue that 

her portrait of Madeline is an apt contribution to the images of women in wartime 

novels with Des hommes passèrent… which I have discussed here. The 

awarding of the Séverine Prize in 1930 by a jury of eminent persons 

acknowledged the novel’s importance in promoting reconciliation among 

nations and Capy’s pursuit of pacifism. However the award was not without 

controversy.110 The Séverine Prize was inaugurated by Mme Yorska and 

funded by her for three years to recognise “une œuvre féminine consacrée à 

l’idée de paix.”111 As a journalist writing for several magazines and newspapers, 

Marcelle Capy was well known in activist and feminist circles in Paris. She was 

congratulated for winning the Séverine Prize. M. Bernard Lecache, grandson of 

Séverine wrote a laudatory article: 

Si toutes les femmes ressemblaient à Marcelle Capy, les 
misogynes disparaîtraient de la surface du globe. (…) Telle est 
Marcelle Capy, grande et noble. L’hommage ne sera pas complet 
si j’oubliais d’épingler à la boutonnière de la camarade, la fière 
dédicace d’Anatole France à Séverine : A celle qui met au service 
de la Justice et de la Pitié ce que l’éloquence et la beauté ont de 
plus auguste et de plus touchant.112 
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Des hommes passèrent… embodies the endurance and fortitude displayed by 

country women: a necessary attribute for many women to endure the inter-war 

years in France, as will be shown in my analysis of Femmes seules. 

 

Marcelle Capy’s continuous belief in women’s capacity for innovation and 

persistence is the theme for her novel Femmes seules, published in 1934. This 

work advocates financial autonomy for women enabling them to help those less 

fortunate than themselves. With the loss of so many men in the war many 

formerly financially secure women were forced to earn their own living with little 

or no male support. Although this was a necessity after the Great War and 

despite the lack of man power, the chambre bleu horizon feared women’s newly 

perceived independence and urged them to return to their former roles in the 

home and community. Political progress for women slowed to a standstill as 

they suffered from both legislative and cultural exclusion.113 

 

Paris had become the cosmopolitan capital of Europe and Femmes seules, as 

the title may suggest, depicts the way a disparate collection of lonely women, 

thrown together by unhappy experiences, help each other overcome their bleak 

situations in the années folles of the inter-war years. The title may have been 

inspired by the foundation of a club for women in the 1930’s, L’Union des 

femmes seules which was established to give morale support in artistic 

enterprises and was advertised in La Française.114 Capy wrote a well-publicized 

pacifist tract called À bas les armes115 which was the basic theme for her many 

international speaking tours which gave her insight into the lives of women in 

countries devastated by the Great War. 

 

Femmes seules has a very different approach and tone to the two previous texts 

by Marcelle Capy I have discussed. It concerns the role of single women, both 

old and young, French and foreign, in an unstable society and is in keeping with 

Capy’s view of the value of feminine solidarity. For many women the inter-war 

years did not play out as they had imagined. Despite a law being passed for 
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acceptance of women’s suffrage it was blocked in the French senate: the 

deputies were afraid of how women’s influence on society would alter the 

established patriarchal order which men saw as their right after all they had 

endured during the Great War. Many middle-class women were forced to work 

as a result of the war but others had to return to their former roles of housewives 

and mothers at home. Despite the setbacks for French women, Paris attracted 

many foreign women during the années folles of the 1920s. 

 

Charles Sowerwine points out that “France refused them [ex-patriates] 

citizenship but Paris offered them social space unparalleled elsewhere.”116 

Roberts details the complexities of gender roles in French society in the 

aftermath of the Great War in her comprehensive study Civilization Without 

Sexes.117 France allowed an influx of émigrés to Paris where people could 

escape from restrictions in behaviour and dress at home. A few French women 

writers were accepted into this society, such as Lucie Delarue-Mardrus and 

Adrienne Monnier,118 but the majority of the ‘Women of the Left Bank’ were 

American or British.119 However, as many French women writers who had been 

popular and successful were not part of this avant garde, they continued to write 

in their pre-war style while incorporating new themes and attitudes. Femmes 

seules, published in 1934 is one such novel. It is divided into three chapters, Un 

jour d’Automne, Un jour de Printemps and Un jour d’Hiver. I suggest that it is a 

representation of women that acts as a critique of contemporary, cosmopolitan 

society. The sections of the novel do not follow the accepted seasonal cycle, 

denoting the flux in society, and may also have several autobiographical 

elements as Capy herself was twice divorced and forced to earn her own living 

as a journalist, conference speaker and author. 

 

With the diminution in the number of marriageable men in France, many older 

women found themselves supplanted by a ‘pretty young thing’ and struggling to 

survive in very reduced circumstances. Un jour d’Automne, the first section of 

the novel, depicts how both Lientje Van der Graf and Jessie Grace come to 

                                                           
116  Sowerwine (2001) 124. 
117  Roberts (1994)  
118  Adrienne Monnier (1892-1955) French poet, bookseller and publisher. 
119  Benstock (1986). 
 



236 
 

accept their ‘aloneness’ and appreciate the value of female companionship, not 

complicated by a sexual relationship. This is a simple but subtle novel 

espousing feminine support for one another to counteract the perceived 

fickleness of the masculine world. Lientje’s husband of twenty-five years has 

divorced her for a much younger woman. She represents the older traditional 

woman, a housewife and mother, who has never worked outside the home, and 

now finds herself abandoned and having to earn a living to survive. She is bitter 

about the circumstances of the divorce, a personal bitterness not felt by widows 

who lost their men in the war. The fact that Capy has chosen women 

protagonists who are not French, underlines her philosophy that people have 

more in common than not and that war damages and demeans all participants, 

not only the vanquished: 

C’est étrange, comme ils sont ingrats, les hommes. On pleure les 
mortes. On ne pleure pas des vivantes. Les mortes ont leur cercueil 
qui les serre entre les planches. Les vivantes n’ont que le vide. Les 
mortes ont des bouquets, des couronnes, de l’eau bénite. Les 
vivantes n’ont rien que les jours solitaires, les larmes et le poison 
des souvenirs. Les mortes ont la paix, les vivantes : la gêne (FS37). 

 

Lientje leaves her hometown of Heemstede in Holland as she is drawn to the 

anonymity Paris offers. She becomes housekeeper to Jessie Grace, a young 

American woman. She is still shocked by her unimagined circumstances and 

has moments of disbelief that she is divorced. She is sad that she will grow old 

alone, of no use to anyone. Her caring skills are no longer valued and she is left 

with only her memories: “Les souvenirs prennent la femme. Ils s’enroulent dans 

sa tête. Ils y flottent. Ils y pleurent, comme le brouillard automnal” (FS29). 

 

She wants to nurture Jessie as she is so used to being a devoted mother and 

spouse. For her: “Vivre pour elle seule, c’est quelque chose comme un désert” 

(FS20). At first, Jessie Grace is polite, respectful but quite distant towards 

Lientje, who feels there is a mystery about Jessie that she cannot quite interpret: 

“Pourquoi Jessie Grace a-t-elle ce regard perdu ? On ne sait jamais si elle est 

là, ou Dieu sait où” (FS15). Lientje doesn’t even know why she has left America. 

Jessie is self-contained and reticent in Lientje’s presence and she concludes 

that Jessie is young but too intelligent to be emotional, unlike herself who suffers 

by having had a husband and children. The fact that Jessie does not sleep well 
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and smokes many cigarettes alarms Lientje. She protects Jessie by making her 

study a calm and undisturbed place. However, she enjoys it when Jessie has 

visitors “de tous pays et de toutes couleurs” (FS39) at the house as she also 

speaks French, German and English. This indicates the cosmopolitan nature of 

Paris in these years, a city that attracted people from many countries for both 

work and leisure and their acceptance of one another. 

 

Jessie’s circumstances are gradually revealed to the reader. She returns home 

from a restaurant in Paris where she has told Jim, her estranged husband, that 

she wants a divorce, to which he agrees amicably. It is two years since they 

have seen each other and the first time Jim has been to Europe. In a sort of 

interior reverie the reasons for Jessie’s flight from New York are made clear. 

Orphaned at an early age in America, Jessie is well educated and attractive but 

has not found her niche and has drifted around various work places. Having had 

no experience of family life, she is easily dazzled by the handsome Jim’s 

attention and marries him expecting to be loved. She is very naive and puts up 

with his womanising and his hypocritical Puritanism. He tells her in detail of his 

many affairs as he wants to be truthful with her above all else. In reality, she is 

just another of his conquests and he really only enjoys the company of his male 

friends who, like him, are rich and shallow. These American men, having 

escaped the trauma of the Great War with their youth and money intact, are 

resolutely determined to have a good time no matter the cost. Edith, one of his 

lovers, is so jealous of Jessie that she tries to poison her. Jessie’s doctor thinks 

it is a suicide attempt but realises later it is not. The doctor persuades Jessie to 

leave New York for Europe and a new life in Paris. 

 

Jessie Grace represents the inter-war woman as she has freed herself from the 

confines of an unhappy marriage and is now earning her own living by writing 

articles for many journals. Nevertheless, she is devastated by the emotional 

impact on her life of this failed relationship even after realising Jim’s perfidy. 

Subsequently she has an episode of “épuisement nerveux” (FS20) and Lientje 

looks after her day and night. This depression lifts slowly as Jessie realises she 

has someone who cares for her without conditions. However, as she recovers 

she distances herself from Lientje who is once again no longer needed: “Lientje 
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refermait son cœur inutile. Elle n’osait plus être elle même. C’était la solitude” 

(FS25). Steadfast Lientje does not give up her concern and discreetly continues 

her housekeeping duties, again displaying resilience and loyalty, qualities quite 

the opposite to those of superficial Jim. 

 

A few months later in Un jour de Printemps, Jessie reflects on her ability to travel 

and earn money. This Spring is a new beginning for her. She is returning from 

Spain where she has been on a work assignment. She is now financially self-

sufficient and wants a comfortable life with: “Du travail intéressant, bien payé” 

(FS114). She has achieved this and she is not ashamed to work hard and finds 

laziness the most stupid of vices (FS114). She is also delighted at the prospect 

of returning to her home with the knowledge that Lientje is there to greet her, as 

she has gradually realised: “On est béni quand le hasard vous donne un être 

qui vous comprend” (FS116). She is sad that her depression caused her to take 

months to appreciate Lientje. There is no hint of underlying sexual attraction 

between the two women; the language they use is practical, unemotive, with 

reciprocal respect. 

 

In fact, Lienje by her unquestioning care has given Jessie back the 

psychological youth which Jim had taken from her. (FS103, 121) In turn, Jessie 

has given Lientje’s attributes a purpose. Jessie’s resolve is tested by Harold, a 

young English neighbour, who is obviously in love with Jessie and who visits 

her on her return. She reasons that if she was a man she might take advantage 

of him and use him for her own sexual satisfaction (FS166). She desires him 

but she wisely remembers the brutality of Jim’s selfish treatment. Despite the 

role reversal, she does not want to inflict this on Harold who is “ce jeune anglais 

(sic) nonchalant, au ravissant visage, et à la cervelle d’oiseau” (FS167), a 

remark more often attributed to men in their description of a woman. She is 

tempted but her pride overrides her desire: “L’orgueil est le plus fort. On n’a pas 

souffert seule, des ans (sic), pour rien” (FS170). She does not love Harold and 

she sends him gently away. Jessie does not treat the adoring Harold in a callous 

manner which contrasts markedly with Jim’s cruel uncaring ‘honesty’ towards 

Jessie. Although she is financially on a level with men, she has developed a 

feminine awareness thanks to Lientje’s loyal care. There is now a mutual 
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appreciation between Jessie and Lientje which Un jour d’Hiver elucidates, a 

companionship and friendship despite Jessie’s dominant financial role. 

 

In Un jour d’Hiver, Jessie decides that she and Lientje could help other lonely 

women by having them stay in the house as well. The Great War and 

subsequent realignment of European states meant there were many displaced 

women in Paris. Jessie will work and Lientje will take care of the house. This 

enables each to use their talents for their own fulfilment but also to assist other 

women. Ruth and Marga, two German women, are sent to Jessie by an agency 

who arrange holidays for the poor (FS188). They lost everything during the 

Great War. Ruth has attempted suicide as has her father: 

[Il était] [b]lessé par la guerre, ruiné par la paix, rejété par son milieu 
à cause de ses idées socialistes, rejété par les socialistes à cause 
de ses convictions religieuses (…) Il est heureux, disait Ruth. Il est 
fou… (FS188-189). 
 

She is very agitated whereas Marga is apathetic. Marga was abandoned by her 

married lover when she became pregnant. Both have nutrition related illnesses. 

They are not easy guests but after three months of care they leave: “L’une se 

calma. L’autre se réveilla” (FS190). Denise from Romania follows. The two 

women realise there is a great need  to help others less fortunate than 

themselves, both foreign and French women, those widows, divorcees, 

spinsters and those with husbands who can no longer look after them “à cause 

de la misere des temps” (FS202). They take in Miss Leila, a Turk, and Mme 

Kischer, an Austrian, both of whom have histories of loss and displacement. 

They have lost their families and their heritage and are trying to build new lives. 

It is expensive for Jessie to do this but: 

(…) Jessie travaille pour ‘la maison’. Elle est heureuse parce qu’elle 
vient de signer un contrat qui portera à vivre ‘à la maison’. 
Et dans la maison, Charlotte Kischer est la grand’mère, Lientje, la 
mère, Leila, la fille… 
- Et moi se demande Jessie, que suis-je ?  
Elle se répond :  
- Moi, je suis le chef de famille (FS233). 

 
She is very proud as she has a contract to travel to North Africa and write 

articles for an important American magazine. This contract is the result of 

negotiation with a tough editor, something Marcelle Capy would know intimately 
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with her journalistic experience of more than twenty years. It demonstrates her 

belief that with persistence a woman, even a foreign one, can succeed in a 

masculine world. Jessie does not shirk responsibility and takes no notice of Petit 

écho de la mode which “preached genteel resignation to hardship.”120 

 

On the train on the way home from North Africa, Jessie keeps glancing in her 

bag to make sure the contract is really there. An older man, “un monsieur très 

bien, décoré de la Légion d’Honneur” (FS232) watches her and eventually asks 

if it is a love letter. She brusquely informs him: “Non, Monsieur, une lettre de 

‘fric’” (FS235). He is shocked at her language and he thinks that women today 

are only interested in money (FS236) which shows how out of touch many 

military types were, even in 1934, with women’s conditions of work and their 

need to engage in the public sphere. Jessie and Lientje’s independence and 

emotional security have been hard won through the bitter experience of divorce 

and hardship. They are not scheming seducers or featherbrained socialites but 

strong women who create a community of women without intimate male 

support. Men have disappointed them all, not least by way of the Great War but 

also individually. This is a very different representation of women compared to 

the scandalous Monique in Margueritte’s 1922 best-seller La Garçonne. It is 

also a challenge to the representation of the stereotypical woman by male 

novelists such as those by the anti-feminist and misogynistic Henri de 

Montherlant,121 especially in his tetralogy Les Jeunes filles. De Beauvoir 

devoted an entire chapter in Le Deuxième sexe analysing his attitude.122 It was 

described in 1963 as “poisonously misogynistic work.”123 In the years after the 

Great War men feared women’s independence and their unbridled influence on 

French society. The changes in women’s demeanour were unwelcome to 

conservative men who viewed the changes as lack of modesty and morality. 

Jessie does have short hair and she smokes many cigarettes but her attitude is 

one of compassion and empathy for other women, reflecting Marcelle Capy’s 

passionate life-long interest in women’s lives and working conditions. 

                                                           
120  Holmes (1996) 115. 
121  Henri de Montherlant. Les Jeunes filles. Paris: B.Grasset, 1936. 
122  Beauvoir. Le Deuxième sexe. Paris: Gallimard, 1949. Part Three Chapter Two. Montherlant 

or Bread of Disgust. 
123  New York Review of Books. Introduction to Chaos and Night. New York: June 2009.viii. Le 

Chaos et la nuit. Paris: Gallimard, 1963. 
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I suggest that Marcelle Capy’s writing contributes varied and perceptive images 

of women which contribute to forming a more complex understanding of 

women’s experiences in France with her representation of women in both Des 

hommes passèrent… and Femmes seules which I have discussed here. Written 

as an older woman Capy has muted the polemic and somewhat strident 

hectoring tone of her earlier work. Her female protagonists represent a great 

many French women who had no means of relating their stories publicly. By 

choosing Jessie as the main character in Femmes seules, Capy emphasises 

the importance of women writers to give ‘the other’ point of view. By 

incorporating foreign women in Femmes seules, Capy emphasises the 

universality of the struggle women faced in the aftermath of the war and the 

need for solidarity amongst women. Their everyday disappointments and 

humiliations are not depicted in a melodramatic fashion but with calm insight 

and appreciation of their efforts to be independent, both financially and 

emotionally. Capy’s protagonists, Jessie, Lientje and Madeline, come from 

completely different milieus but their ability generously to help others reinforces 

this positive representation in an era when French women were disparaged for 

their desire for political and gender equality. 

 

Marcelle Capy remained politically active throughout the years leading up to the 

Second World War, publishing journal articles and continuing her speaking 

tours as a “peace professional.”124 La Défense de la vie first published in 1930 

reiterates her passion for pacifism: 

Faire de soi une force utile au Bonheur : c’est la seule règle morale 
digne de l’homme moderne; c’est la loi créatrice et adorable qui 
nous commande d’être avec le pauvre contre la misère, avec le 
blessé contre le fusil, avec le travail contre la destruction, avec la 
joie contre la douleur, avec la paix contre la guerre, avec la nature 
éternelle contre les gloires passagères avec la vie contre la mort. 
Les martyrs sont fous qui éteignent la flamme pour recueillir la 
cendre.125 

 
Her stance on pacifism and her socialist feminism was strengthened by her 

experiences during the Great War and she is named by Françoise Blum as one 

                                                           
124  Siân Reynolds. France Between the Wars: Gender and Politics. New York: Routledge, 

1996. 217. 
125  Marcelle Capy. Défense de la vie. Paris: Ollendorf, 1918.  Xii, ix. 
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of the leading pacifist intellectuals of the inter-war period.126 In 1931 Victor Meric 

founded the Ligue Internationale des combattants de la paix of which she was 

president for a time. The LICP was the most fundamental of the pacifist 

movements which advocated “radical, absolute or integral rejection of any 

international war whatever the pretext.”127 Ingram suggests that in France some 

pacifists became more radical and diverged from the main stream even further 

with the advent of the Second World War. Some pacifists joined the Communist 

party but others including Marcelle Capy were drawn into the Vichy press by 

reason of former friendships and a mistaken belief that the occupier was ‘saving’ 

France from destruction. Marcelle Capy was denounced as a Communist in 

1943 and her home in the Lot was raided and searched by the Gestapo. In 1944 

in desperate need of funds, she returned to Paris where Claude Jamet, an old 

colleague from pre-war pacifist organisations, invited her to write ‘human 

interest articles’ for a collaborationist journal, Germinal.128 At the end of the war, 

she was accused of collaboration with the Nazis because of these articles but 

the charges were later dismissed.129 However, in 1947 when she went to 

register as a voter, she was refused a voting card as a second dossier of 

information about her activities had been created. She discovered she had been 

condemned to “indignité nationale” in absentia.130 

 

After the Great War Marcelle Capy continued to write and she spent time 

travelling to Egypt with her sister Jeanne Marquès  resulting in L'Égypte au 

cœur du monde 131 which had limited success as did La Vie tient à un fil.132 

Marcelle Capy retired to her grandparents’ former home, the farm Malte, in the 

Lot in the late 1950s and became a devout Christian in her last years, somewhat 

forgotten by the contemporary literary and political spheres she had so vividly 

                                                           
126  Blum (2004). 
127  Ingram (2002) 133. 
128  Claude Jamet (1910-1993). During the Occupation he favoured collaboration with Vichy 

by promoting pacifism. He established Germinal, a pro-German journal and also wrote for 
La France socialiste and Notre Combat. 

129  Simon Epstein. Un paradox français: anti-racistes dans la Collaboration, anti-semites dans 
la Résistance. Paris: Albin Michel, 2008. 

130 Indignité nationale was a criminal offense and this charge was used to condemn 
reprehensible behaviour such as giving tacit support to the enemy, it ceased to be a 
criminal offense in January 1951 but the people convicted in 1944–1951 remained deprived 
of their civil rights until August 1953. Ingram (2002) 146. 

131  Marcelle Capy. L'Égypte au cœur du monde. Collection la plaque tournante. Paris: Denoël, 
1950. 

132  Marcelle Capy. La Vie tient à un fil.  Paris: Rivarol, 1948. 
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inhabited. However, she could look back with pride on a career dedicated to 

raising awareness of women’s conditions and her passionately held pacifist 

convictions. She died in 1962 and is buried in the cemetery at Pradines with her 

parents and grandparents. On the Pradines Library web-site, there is an 

acknowledgement of her contribution to the cultural history of the town by the 

mayor, Dr Pierre Gayet: “Ce qui donne un sens à cette vie, ce sont la force, la 

sincérité, la constance d'une généreuse conviction, servie par le talent d'une 

véritable femme de lettres,”133 a tribute to a forgotten feminine witness of the 

Great War whose writing adds another dimension to images of women in 

French literature. 

 

This longitudinal study of the polemic writing and fiction by Marcelle Capy shows 

how her activism in several fields carried through into her writing throughout her 

career as there is a large semi-autobiographical component to her work. By 

persisting with her original socialist stance she differs from Tinayre, Yver and 

Delarue-Mardrus as she never wavered from her initial position but 

strengthened her commitment to her ideals of socialism and pacifism during her 

lifetime. Her intellectual contribution to feminist debate and her insight into 

French women’s lives of the era show the scope of activities both feminist and 

pacifist in which she participated. Her own experiences allow her 

representations of women, both reported and fictional, to have sincerity and 

they differ from those by male authors and journalists in their execution. Her 

pre-war articles describing women’s work and social conditions, the home front 

experiences of Madeline and the inter-war struggle by Jessie and Lientje for 

autonomy and self-respect generate well defined characters and plausible 

situations describing women’s experiences. 

 

Despite being excluded from official national politics by virtue of her sex, 

Marcelle Capy’s life and activism are an important contribution focusing on 

women’s privations in French society from 1900-1938. The images of these 

women support my contention that there is much to be gained by a closer study 

                                                           
133  Bibliothèque Municipale de Pradines. Marcelle Capy une voix de femme au dessus de la 

mêlée. Homme et Femmes en Quercy. September 1998. “Nous remercions le Dr Pierre 
Gayet d’avoir accepté de rédiger spécialement ce texte, condensé de la conférence qu’il a 
donnée le 21 octobre 1995.” He now owns her home Malte in Pradines, Lot. 
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of Capy’s representation of women in relation to her life, her activism and the 

era through which she lived. She is another example of a woman whose writing 

and activism contributed to post-Second World War feminist thought in France. 

Her writing shows that many women were much more engaged in bringing 

about change than historiography in general and later feminists allow one to 

believe. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
This study into the representation of women in France has examined a wide 

range of fictional and critical texts written by Marcelle Tinayre, Colette Yver, 

Lucie Delarue-Mardrus and Marcelle Capy, revealing a broad selection of telling 

images of women that can no longer be overlooked or overshadowed. My study 

provides numerous examples of how these now marginalised writers’ personal 

circumstances and the politico-social events of 1900-1938 influenced the way 

they represented women over time, and demonstrates that women’s writing was 

not homogenous in theme or in focus. Although not specifically having these 

four writers in mind, Camille Aubaud asserts that: 

(…) les femmes de lettres des années 1900, venues d’horizons très 
divers continuent à se placer dans la perspective de la pluralité des 
expériences littéraires, n’imitant pas les hommes en fondant une 
école ou en instituant un courant littéraire placé sous l’égide d’un 
chef.1 
 

Her view is consistent with my investigation and reiterates the value of 

recognising texts as a valuable source with which to study women and the 

modernising of femininity. The texts encouraged women’s liberal transformation 

in French society in the years 1900-1938 by active participation in public debate 

in journals and magazines and women’s organisations. 

 

The analysed texts show how an extensive array of women thought and acted 

in the Belle Epoque, the Great War and in the inter-war period, presenting a 

wide variety of women’s voices which add depth to our understanding of events 

and attitudes at this time. They portray a fictional world derived from the social 

reality of relationships, work, motherhood and activist pacifism. These 

representations of French women in literature also confirm that the 

discrimination and disadvantages young women experienced are portrayed 

differently by various female authors. The texts I have selected show a varied 

and complex reality behind the masculine expectation that women should be 

self-sacrificing to maintain a stable society. The writing, with perhaps the 

exception of Marcelle Capy’s Une voix de femme dans la mêlée, is not about 

social revolution but depicts each writer’s perspective on ‘the woman question’ 

                                                           
1  Aubaud (1993) 139. 
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in relation to a rapidly changing society. With the numerous images of women 

discussed in this thesis I challenge the narrow range of more prevalent 

stereotypical representations of French women promulgated by male authors 

which have been used to categorise women. The actions of a literary figure 

such as Emma in Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert, or the hedonistic Nana 

in Emile Zola’s novel and Nora in Henrik Ibsen’s play, The Doll’s House, have 

become stereotypes and are often used by commentators to illustrate a female 

characteristic or action in history.2 These fictional attributes are used to illustrate 

women in general and depict what men believed women did or thought at the 

time. The four women writers and the stories in my study should be better known 

in order to revise this view and illustrate a much wider range of female 

characteristics such as the sexuality of Fanny Manole and Marie Avenel, the 

courage of Elizabeth Clèves and Madeline, the tragic bitterness of Renaude 

Vipère and Laurence. They are not stereotypical women but show an individual 

response to a credible situation. 

 

Various literary historians such as Holmes,3 Waelti-Walters,4 Goldberg5 and 

Milligan6 have published studies of the work of French women writers in a 

particular period such as the Belle Epoque, the Great War and the inter-war 

years, comparing and contrasting them with other women writers in the same 

period. My study shows that by combining their biographical details with their 

texts in a longitudinal study, the social and political forces shaping their subject 

matter become particularly evident as each writer shows a very individual 

specific response in her fiction to different aspects of women’s lives. My thesis 

therefore differs from any published work by further investigating each 

author’s writing in a longitudinal study to examine how each author’s 

representation of women’s experiences altered or remained static during their 

writing career. 

 

                                                           
2 For example: In ‘Mothers, Marraines, and Prostitutes: Morale and Morality in First World War 

France,” Susan Grayzel quotes a character in Marcelle Tinayre’s La Veillée des armes as 
articulating a particular patriotism she attributes to Tinayre herself. 

3  Holmes (1996). 
4  Waelt-Walters (1990). 
5  Goldberg (1999). 
6  Milligan (1996). 
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In this study by incorporating biography with the analysis of their writing, I 

demonstrate a link in the literary history of French women’s writing by 

associating early twentieth-century women’s aspirations and roles evolving 

from the nineteenth-century to the modern era. Portrayals of women, 

especially in the Belle Epoque, display an underlying subversive quality which 

led critics to query the morality of the ‘women’s novel’, when in fact they mirror 

the society they reflect. Ironically, these novels, now overlooked, were 

considered dangerous and destabilising by male critics when they were first 

published. 

 

Although Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy did not belong to a 

particular group or school of writers they carried on, often under difficult 

circumstances, a tradition of writing that showed that: 

Fortes de leur refus de fonder groupe ou école, ces femmes de 
lettres rayonnent sur la vie littéraire de leur temps de la même 
manière que leurs devancières.7 
 

Few of the novels I discuss could be labelled sentimental romantic fiction with 

a conventional outcome which is why detailing the plot and the evolution of the 

female characters is necessary. The closest to that genre may be the wartime 

novels of Tinayre and Yver but at the time that they were written, the Great 

War was still in the early stages and the atmosphere in France was optimistic 

that the war would soon end in a French victory. My analysis shows that there 

is still no universal consensus on the classification of writing about the Great 

War by either sex or even what constitutes ‘war writing’. Portrayals of women 

in war writing differed, often depending on the stage of the war as well as by 

whom the novel or when the compilation was written. Some war novels have 

been criticised as propaganda but even the most outspoken women put their 

personal goals aside to put their effort into defending France. The mood and 

outlook represented through fictional women is closely allied to the author’s 

own experience and reflects her own lived response to the outbreak or 

prolongation of the war. The pressures on women were paradoxical. They 

were forced to take on men’s work, idealised as the reason why men were 

                                                           
7  Aubaud (1993) 150-151. 
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fighting but at the same time asked to limit themselves to ‘women’s roles.’ Their 

wartime writing adds another dimension to the understanding of the Great War. 

 

In the inter-war period the effect of women’s wartime activities, seen by many 

as a challenge to masculinity, was underestimated. The selected novels reflect 

that women’s attitudes and aspirations had changed after the war but the 

political climate concentrated on economic recovery and home front security. 

It did not encourage the continuation of the pre-war progress women had made 

in education and careers. These four writers depict alternative roles for women 

in the inter-war era but show how difficult it was to achieve them in the 

aftermath of the war. In fact, most women remained in fundamentally the same 

position in French society as they had before the Great War with motherhood 

still seen as central to their identity. 

 

Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy all earned their living by writing from 

a very early age. None escaped criticism for the content of their novels. Of the 

four women only Tinayre had children but her writing career would appear to 

have taken precedence over family life. There were restraints on the type of 

work accepted by their respective publishing houses throughout their careers 

as the work had to be marketable to a wide public and in particular acceptable 

to men, who still largely controlled family economics. Although these women 

had long careers, all four writers had initial assistance from a male partner or 

mentor to facilitate their work being published early in their writing careers. As 

they became well known to the reading public and critics, the need for male 

assistance lessened and women formed their own networks such as that of 

the Femina prize jury and various salons. Their identities as writers differed in 

that Marcelle Tinayre used her married name; Lucie Delarue-Mardrus retained 

her married name even after her divorce; Colette Yver used a nom de plume 

throughout her career and Marcelle Capy used her mother’s maiden name for 

her public life. For most of their careers none of these writers wrote in isolation 

and they were very aware of the social and political turmoil in French society 

and abroad. Three of the writers in the study, Marcelle Tinayre, Lucie Delarue-

Mardrus and Colette Yver were members of the jury of the Vie heureuse prize 

and later the Femina prize for many years. This association which made up 
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the all women jury, met several times a year to evaluate candidates, both male 

and female, for the best writing of the year in France. These meetings to 

consider the candidates for the prize also gave them a forum to discuss the 

successes and trials of their own work. This was quite different to meeting in 

a salon or a conference as is shown by correspondence between them and 

press cuttings in their respective dossiers in the Biliothèque Marguerite 

Durand.8 This correspondence also shows the pressure jury members were 

put under to award their vote for the prestigious prize. As she was primarily a 

journalist, Marcelle Capy used the socialist pacifist milieu to inspire her writing 

and the development of her ideas in the novels and pamphlets she wrote 

between the wars. 

 

This study shows how critics used personal information, especially regarding 

gender, in their appraisals of these authors’ writing, to justify their criticisms. 

In addition, all four writers have suffered from retrospective marginalisation 

through their exclusion from French literary history, not necessarily because 

of the quality of their writing but largely by gender discrimination. In reading 

critical appraisals of these authors’ work at the time of their publication, it is 

salutary to note how often the writer’s personal life and or reputation is invoked 

in the critical text for either positive or negative interpretation, often reiterating 

past criticisms. For example, if the novel is intellectual and the author is a 

woman, it is too virile and an unsuitable topic, too philosophic or intellectual to 

be written by a woman. This was said of Marcelle Tinayre’s novel La Maison 

du peché.9 If the text is perceived to be critical of women and their careers, 

the author must be an antifeminist, as in a critique of Colette Yver’s Les 

Cervelines;10 if the author shows patriotic women supporting their husband, 

the author is not considered to be promoting the women’s cause, but has 

succumbed to patriarchal pressure, as in Goldberg’s assessment of Tinayre’s 

war novel.11 If she exposes harsh conditions, she is unpatriotic: a criticism of 

Capy by the censor.12 This method of criticism has led to unwarranted 

categorisation of these writers’ texts and as such they have been excluded 

                                                           
8  Dossier Capy, Dossier Tinayre, Dossier Delarue-Mardrus and Dossier Yver. BMD Paris. 
9  Ernest-Charles (1902). 
10  Bard (1999) 51. 
11  Goldberg (1999) 54. 
12  Capy (1936) 12. 
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from serious literary consideration. Notably, criticism has occurred from the 

date of publication of their work almost to the present. As a generation, 

Tinayre, Yver, Delarue-Mardrus and Capy were criticised by Simone de 

Beauvoir for lacking in resolve to portray women writers as innovative:13 

Feminist critics such as Cixous, Gilbert and Gubar have dismissed their work 

as peripheral to the exploration of gender equality in early twentieth-century 

France. In addition, critics generalise selecting a quote from an early novel to 

summarise or categorise the author’s attitude in an entire oeuvre or more 

recent writing which may have been written thirty years later. With my 

biographical and longitudinal method of analysis, I show that a single criticism 

for each writer is indefensible as they all had careers that lasted forty years or 

more which reflected their development as writers and their changing attitudes 

to situations in their lives and in French society. 

 

During the course of this study future avenues of research have been 

revealed. The advent of digitisation of many texts mean that many more novels 

by early twentieth-century writers are available for study.14 A further 

exploration of this era could provide an even more extensive examination of 

these four writers’ representation of women. Due to the constraints of a thesis, 

the writing selected has been limited and consists of only a small proportion of 

each writer’s work. However as each author has a different focus, the writing 

certainly covers many aspects of general interest in the development of 

women’s roles in French society. Furthermore as a consequence of this study 

I have established that there are many other neglected and under-researched 

women writers in France of this period, such as Louise Compain,15 Gabrielle 

Reval,16 Myriam Harry17 and Harlor18 to name a few. Despite the paucity of 

published material available regarding these women there are archives and 

specialist libraries which have dossiers on these writers in France. Further 

investigations of their depictions of women would add weight to my thesis that 

representation of women by these now neglected women authors has a great 

                                                           
13  Beauvoir (1958) 201. 
14  For example: Gallica - bnf.fr/en/collections. Library of Congress - www.loc.gov/ 
15  Louise Compain born Massabiau. Her husband died young. Writer and journalist. 
16  Gabrielle Reval. (1869-1938). Nom de plume of Gabrielle Logerot, novelist. 
17  Myriam Harry (1869-1958). Nom de plume of Maria Rosette Shapira, writer and journalist. 
18  Harlor (1871-1970). See footnote 43 page 64. 
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deal to offer cultural historians in the reappraisal of women’s participation in 

society in early twentieth-century France. By looking at four writers writing 

across the same era the diversity of women’s lives is also underlined. In these 

fictional texts which depict inter-personal relationships, professional choices 

and women’s struggle to earn a living as writers one can locate the origins of 

post Second World War feminist thought in France. With this study the 

principal goals of recuperating selected work of four neglected French women 

writers and reinserting their representations of women into French cultural 

historiography is achieved. 
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