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A SURVEY OF EMVA BOVARY

AND
HER STRUGGELE FOR POVNER

A study of CGustave Fl aubert’s Madane Bovary, yields an

interesting portrayal of a 19th century woman as seen
t hrough the eyes of a man. Published in 1856, Madane
Bovary marks one of the earliest works of Realism the
literary period that rose out of the Romantic peri od. For
exanpl e, as is characteristic of realism Madane Bovary
deals with the physical mnutia of everyday life. Mre
specifically, Flaubert is dealing with the collective
m ddl e class and it’s social conscious. For instance, it
is through Enma’ s eyes that Flaubert describes the sheer
boredom of mddle class |life as he describes her sentinents
about neal ti ne:

But it was above all the neal-tinmes that were

unbearable to her, in this small room on

the ground-floor, wth its snoking stove, its

creaki ng door, the walls sweated, the

danp flags; all the bitterness in life seened

served up on a plate, and with the snoke



of the boiled beef there rose fromher secret
soul whiffs of sickliness (45).

Unli ke earlier authors who nostly depicted wonen as
ornamental or idealistic, such as Sade’ s Justine or
Goethe’s Gretchen, Flaubert portrays his heroine in a nore
realistic light. 1In other words, Emma’s conpl ex
personality is illumnated. Thus, Emma, though flawed, is
interesting and easier to relate to than heroines of
earlier literary periods.

Emma is a strong woman who is in a situation that
renders her powerless. She seens unable to conpose her
life within the confines of the patriarchal social
conventions in which she |lives. Moreover, she |ives
t hrough and in the shadows of the nen in her life.

Per haps, not knowi ng any other way to deal w th her
limtations, she seeks to gain power by using her sexuality
as a tool by which to escape her situation.

Seem ngly unaware of what drives her, Enmma only seens
to know that she is bored with the hundrum of provincial
life, and with her “sinple m nded” husband, Charles.
Charles is a country doctor who seens content with life as
is, nmoreover he has no aspirations for change.

Earlier in the story, it is clear that Emma junps from

a boring country life with her father into an equally



boring mddle class |ife of marriage and subservience to
her husband. Additionally, it sounds as if Emma’s
education, as described by Charles’ nother, is one which
essentially prepares her to be a charm ng yet refined

mddle class wife, “...Madenoi selle Rouault, brought up at
Ursuline Convent, had received what is called “a good
education”; and so knew danci ng, geography, drawi ng, how to
enbroi der and play the piano” (12). Al these subjects
wer e probably considered to nake a daughter nore

mar r i ageabl e.

Even though Enma had not done particularly well at the
convent, her father, Od Rouault seens to think that she is
not fit for nenial housework as he reveals when he
contenpl ates her possible narriage to Charl es:

O d Rouault would not have been sorry to be rid
of his daughter, who was of no use to him
in the house. In his heart he excused her,
t hi nki ng her too clever for farm ng,
a calling under the ban of Heaven, since one
never saw a millionaire in it (16).

In any case, it seens clear that as O d Rouault

continues to consider the marriage, that he is mainly

concerned with how much her dowy will cost him Thus, it



woul d seem possible that Enma, in terns of her worth to her
father, is conparable to his |ivestock

Emma, though seem ngly anxious to marry and escape the
farm is soon disappointed with the dull reality of what
the marriage turns out to be, as opposed to her
romanticized vision of it. Al though she seens to be in
tune with how she feels about her situation, she also seens
unable to articulate it. Her social systemallows her no
outlets. Basically, she finds herself trapped in a
marri age which took place for all the wong reasons.
Rat her than succunb to this life in which she can derive
very little fulfillment, she dares to consider her
possibilities. She begins to strive toward sone ideal, of
which, in her state of naiveté, she really cannot see
clearly. Her limted access to the world; for the avant-
garde, drives her to take up the readi ng of contenporary
Romantic fiction, which seens to fill her wth nore and
nore del usions and sets her apart fromthe fol ks around
her.

As the story continues to unfold, Enmma becones
increasingly bitter and she finds herself pregnant she is
not quite overjoyed. In her state of discontent with her

plight, she hopes for a boy and expresses her feelings



about mal e freedom as opposed to the oppression of
wormanhood:
A man, at least, is free; he may travel over
passi ons and over countries, overconme obstacles,
taste of the nost far-away pleasures. But a
worman i s al ways hanpered. At once inert and
fl exi bl e, she has agai nst her the weakness of
the flesh and | egal dependence (62).

Thus, it is clear that Emma feels utterly powerl ess.
When she delivers a daughter, her reaction to the news is
that she faints. Soon she farns her out to be taken care
of by a nanny. Perhaps it is that Emma can not bring
herself to nurture a girl who will likely end up |ike her,
bot h powerl ess and frustrated.

When Emma neet Leon, a local clerk, she finds that he
is al so passionate about literature and they hit it off
right away. Then as she begins to sense that Leon is
falling in love with her, she backs away. Even though she
I ongs for true I ove and intimacy, when the opportunity
first arises, she seens unsure and fearful. At this point,
her sense of duty and conmtnent to Charles kicks in. Wen
Leon, who’d been tutoring her in piano, asks about renew ng

the | essons she declines saying:



Music? Ah! Yes! Have | not ny house to | ook
after, my husband to attend to, a thousand things, in fact,
many duties that nust be considered first? (74)
Essentially, she is expressing the sanme sentinents that
wonen have had to deal with for ages. For Emma to pursue
musi ¢, would be to neglect her duties to house and husband.
Therefore, it seens as though any hi gher aspirations on her
part will have to remain on the backburner ‘til they
finally evaporate. Therefore she suppresses her |ove for
Leon and for all her worldly aspirations for the sake of
her virtue as defined by social convention. There just is
no place in her world for Emma to pursue autonony. Her
attenpts to conformto her limted role only serve to fil
her with bitter resentnent.

Religion to seens a cohort of social convention in the
oppression of the powerless. Wen Enma goes seeking advice
fromthe local priest, she finds him busy and overly
occupied with doing his duty. His sentinents seemto be
sayi ng that anything one desires, with exception of the
basics given by God, is of little inportance.

Consequently, she seens to feel even nore miserable after
visiting the priest. Perhaps after talking with himshe
realizes that the church, as well, plays a part in the

oppressi on of the powerl ess.



Leon, discouraged by Efma’s | ack of response to his
overtures, decides to | eave town and pursue ot her
interests. Upon his departure, Emma begins to sink. She
attenpts to fight her despair with irrational buying
sprees, drinking binges, and teaching herself foreign
| anguage; all of which the townsfol k describe as Emma’ s
“vaporous airs.” She becones physically ill as these
superficial pursuits wax then wane; |eaving her sort of
zonbie-like. Al the while, she idolizes Leon in her
t houghts. Charles’ oblivion to Emm’s needs pronpts himto
consult with his nother about Emma. Madane Bovary Senior’s
sinple solution is to stop Emma from readi ng novel s which
fill her head with foreign ideas that nock religion and
glorify romance. It is nore likely that what really
happens is that Emma’ s reading gives her insight into
what’s wong with a social systemthat keeps wonmen under
its thunb.

Emma goes on the depths of despair and it'’s as if she
is not really living at all; only existing. Then she neets
up wi th Rodol phe. Unlike Leon, who was socially beneath
Emma, Rodol phe is the picture of wealth and affluence. In
her extrene state of vulnerability, Emma does not possess
the strength to do anything but succunb to the advances of

the |likes of Rodol phe. In other words, at this point, Enma



is very worn down spiritually, thus, she does not stand a
chance agai nst such a predator. Fromthe nonent he neets
her, he begins to plot his advances. He tactfully speaks
to her passions and desires and, in spite of whatever

i nhi bitions she may harbor, she falls for himtotally.

Ei ther her inner voice is so faint that she can not hear
it, or she chooses to ignore it. Nevertheless, her

i nstincts have been severely wounded by a social system
that she did not create. Wth her resistance Iow, she is
easy prey. Therefore, her involvenent w th Rodol phe marks
t he begi nning of her dem se. Al though, in a social system
such as the one in which she exists, her dem se was bound
to happen in one way or another. Furthernore, to conform
woul d be to | ose her soul; her life. Tow break away from
t he social system Emma would | ose here security and her
virtue.

As the story continues to unfold, Rodol phe carefully
baits Enma resulting in her conplete capture. Emm, having
such little sense of self, totally indul ges in Rodol phe to
the extent of losing what’s left of her soul. Al the
passi ons she’ d been hol ding back, burst free in this
adulterous affair with Rodol phe. Consequently, she begins
to take dangerously conprom sing risks in order to be with

him In time, the passion between them begins to subside



and Emma finds herself taking stock of her life. She
wi shes that she coul d sonehow sal vage her relationship with
Charl es and redeem hersel f.

Qpportunity for reconciliation with Charles arises
when Charles is noved to try out a nethod for the cure of
club foot. A successful corrective cure such as this could
bri ng her husband fanme and fortune, noreover, then, Emm
m ght be satisfied by having been the one who encouraged
him She is overtaken by the opportunity for power and
prestige, in addition to which she could then probable
stand to stay by Charles’ side. Love would no | onger be
i nportant as the author suns up Emma’ s thoughts:

Not hi ng proved to Emma that he was not clever;
and what a satisfaction for her to have urged
himto a step which his reputation and fortune
woul d be increased! She only wi shed to | ean

on sonething nore solid than | ove (122).

In spite of her deceit, Emma desires to be good and
virtuous. She still holds hope fore sone kind of happi ness
with Charles, along with her desire to rise above her state

of powerl| essness. Perhaps she senses that in her

relationship with Rodol phe, she is still powerless. Thus,
her strong will urges her to turn back and try again with
Charl es.



Charl es’ chance for redenption in Etma’s eyes, is
bl owmn forever by the utter failure of the corrective
surgery. Moreover, all the resentnent and | oat hi ng Enma
had for himreturns the instant she hears the terrible
news. Additionally, she is incapable of show ng himany
synpat hy, thus, she resolves to go straight back to
Rodol phe with renewed fervor
Al'l the while, Charles continues to |love Enmma in a
bl i nd oblivious manner. One scene in which Charles is
dream ng of a prosperous future and thinking ahead of their
daughter Berthe's grow ng years, points back to how Ema
feel s about the oppression of wonen. As Charles thinks
ahead to Berthe's future, his mnd s eye describes his
hopes and expectations for
He pictured her in the evening by their side
beneath the |ight of the |anp; she would
enbroi der him slippers; she would | ook after the
house; she would fill all the hone with
her charm and gaiety. At |ast, they would think
of her marriage; they would find her sonme good
young fellow with a steady business; he would
make her happy; this would | ast forever (137).
Thus, it is clear that Charles truly has no idea that

his expectations for Berthe are the very things that Emmg,

10



so bravely, struggles against. It seens that while Ema
has her del usions of grandeur, Charles is equally del uded
in his perception of wonmanhood.

Meanwhi | e, as her relationship wi th Rodol phe reaches a
peak, and she feels as though she can not stand Charles or
his doting nother, who is paying themone of her extended
visits, any longer. Enmma begins to press Rodol phe to take
her and Berthe away somewhere where they can begin a new
|ife together. Rodol phe, who has becone increasingly
unconfortable in this affair which seens no | onger
convenient for him wites Emma a Dear Jane letter. Enmm
i s devastated upon receipt of the letter on the day in
whi ch Rodol phe had agreed upon that they would make their
escape. Again, Emma is hurled into the depths of despair.
As before, when she | ost Leon, she falls deathly ill with
Charl es fussing and doting over her obvliviously. This
time, Charles neglects his work in order to take care of
Emma. Consequently, financial troubles, which had begun
with Enma’ s i npul sive buying habits, worsen.

Emma lays ill for nonths until, on the verge of death,
the priest is called for. Her hope is then revived by a
spiritual awakening. The priest takes advantage of her
ent husi asm by introducing an array of religious literature.

As with any of her endeavors, Emma plunges deep, having no
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sense of restraint. Her continuos search to fill the huge
void within her, prompts her to fill that space with
religion in the sane way she had tried to fill it with
Leon, then Rodol phe. Consequently, she is engulfed with
del usi on again and as her passions begin to wane, she
begins to see the books, intended to nold her with their
doctrine, as the dogma that they are. Her search for truth
is again cut off and again she finds herself being led into
the social conventions that she had fought. She becones
sedate and subdued and tries to settle down and be the good
w fe and nother.

Trying to behave as everyone, all along, has expected
her to, she takes on various acts of charity. She strives
diligently and the townspeopl e, even Charles’ nother
enbrace her. Although sonmewhat stifled and sort of brain-
washed, Emma seens to be managing all right. She is giving
her best effort to accept all that has oppressed her in the
past. Then Charles, wishing to aid in her recovery, wants
to take her to the opera in Hirondelle. Ironically, so
subdued i s she, that Charles has to persuade her to do
sonmet hing that she’s always wanted to do.

At the opera, they run into Leon. 1In short, Leon
per suades Emma, against her better judgnent to enter into

anot her romance. This tine, Emmm enters into her final
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dance of passion fromwhich she will never recover. At the
end of her second romance, Emma and Charles are in conplete
financial ruin. Finally, seeing no other way, Enma grabs
for the for the ultimte and only real power she ever has
as she takes her owmn life. She finds that even her death
is a struggle . After taking the poison, which she
believes will deliver her a quiet, painless death, Ema
suffers in painful agony until death does finally arrive.

In conclusion, it is quite obvious that Enma di spl ays
great courage. Each tine life knocks her down, she cones
back stronger until, in her suicide, she exercises the sane
courage as she had in all her pursuits. Enma is not an
evil person, but truly a victimof her social system She
dares to rebel against her oppressors and nakes brave
attenpts to rise above. She tries to conform but her
spirit will not allowit. Moreover, years of oppression
keep her in a state of off-centered selfl essness which | ead
her to repeatedly nake bad deci sions which |lead to her

den se.
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