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Salammbd a les inquiétudes de 1la vierge qui pressent
on ne sait quel grand bonheur vers lequel elle se précipite
de toute son ame et qu'elle n'atteindra jamais. Elle est
avide d'aimer. Elle croit aimer la Déesse, comme la pauvre
Emma Bovary croit aimer ses amants; mais elle n'aime que
l'amour, c'est-a-dire, dans la pensée de Flaubert, 1'ombre
d'une ombre. Et lorsqu'elle s'imagine etre au but de ses plus
ardentes convoitises, lorsquelle touche enfin de ses mains ce
voile de 1'Immaculée, ce zafmph, qu'elle a reconquis au prix
de sa vie et de sa virginité, elle reste "mélancolique devant
son réve accompli", de m@me que la petite bourgeoise d'Yonville,
dans toute la frénésie de la passion et dans tout 1l'adultere
triomphant, s'avouait "ne rien sentir d'extraordinaire".
Les mémes phrases désabusées se répondent d'un roman & 1'autre
et elles traduisent la m&me aspiration immense et douloureuse,

le m&me accablement devant 1'impuissance du Désir.

Louis Bertrand, Gustave Flaubert, pg. 159.
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Flaubert,G: SALANBO (Oeuvres compldtes,Conard) 1936

Stoxy:
The war between Carthage and its revolting ammy of barbarian lMercenaries,
in the 3rd century BC. XV chapters. The soldiers' discontents atz

the city's ingratitude are fomented mainly by a freed Greek slave,Spendius,
who becomes the Iago to an infatuated colossus,lBthd,who is besotted

by the glemour and exotic of Hamilcar's daughter,Salammbd,who is also

desired by Mumidian chief,Narr'Havas,who is plotting to become an

important man by alliance with Hamilcar through the dolly. Salarmbd

herself seems besotted with the lloon goddess,ﬁani‘b ,and her imagination,virgin,
proiits about the fascination of the fertility symbolism of the goddess,
forbidden attraction. Illercenaries lay siege to city,are routed by

gross Hannon's elephants,which are in turn routed by Spendius's pigs.
Spendius smugzles [Mthd into Ca.r‘cha.ge by night,through the water in
the agueduct,to steal the holy zalmph,the shimmering robe of Tanit,

hanging in the temple,which it is death to even see. IBth® wears it

and is dravm to Salambé's bedside,to fascinate and repel her., He walks

out of the city through hostile mobs,protected by the taboo he is wearing.
Hamilcar Barca returns to Carthage,takes command of army against Barbarians,
believing his daughter to have defiled herself with their leader( ie
18th8,to whom the zalnph gives authority),and after seeing what they

had done to his grounds and belongings at their initial festin. He

sneaks up on them at the river llacar,inflicts great losses on them,then leads
them a dance about the landscape,before getting himself trapped in a
mountain cone by the conjugated ammies of Spendius,lBth®,Aiutharite le
Genlois and the versatile Narr'Havas. Salammbd is persuaded by eunuch-
priest of Tanit,Schahabarim,that she must go to the llercenaries' camp

and get back the spell-binding zgfimph,leaving it to her imagination

how she must prevail on 1I8thS %o give it to her; Schehebarim is partly
motivated here by sexual jealousy of hef beauty and his impotence to

defile it,as well as by his waning faith in his goddess.  Salammbd is
scented and prepared for her visit,does a sensual naked throe or two

with her sacred pybthon (Freud,you should have been 1living at that hour! the
sexual symbols ebound in that scene!),end is smugsled out of Carthage

and away to the mountain-top camp where he¥ Dad is trapped by 184h8.

18th8 crawls and gasps for her,she falls on his lion-skin bed,he takes

her by the = heels and snaps her fine golden chain for her,her virginity-
symbol end kisses her all over etec. INarr'lavas turns his’coat,Hamilcar
surprise-attacks, BthOdashes to war and Selarmbd makes off with the

zalnph, catalysing at the wight moment the Carthaginian victory. The
demoralised Borbarians Pegroup, chase Hamilcar back to Carthage,besiege

the city for good.and all this time,Spendius cuts the agueduct,hunger

and demoralization spreads in Carthage. ilassive sacrifices to lioloch bring
relief (Hamilcar hides young Hannibal,substituting a slave's child).

Hemilcar chases the remnants, of the llercenaries into the hills and leads
them into enother trap: le défilé de la Hache,where they starve,die

end eat one another. Salamabd fianced to Narr'Havas. 'Siege of Tunis,
Hamilcar cruciafies Spendius and othex 1esx1ers,ll§’ch‘5 crucifies ‘annon

and other leaders. lLast battle and slaughter of surxvivors,. Narr'lavas
takes 18bh8alive. Last scene is Salammbd's wedding,star turn being the
municipal murder in the streets,by everyone who can hit him,of 118th0.

He mekes it to Salammbs's seat and dies,staring at her. She drinks

to a long heppy life with Narr — and thereupon dies,too,nour avoir touché au
manteau de Tanit.

Comment ¢

I fimt read Salambd in 1955 (16 years ago!). Before rereading it
this {ime,all I could remember of it was a phrase ox two,the tent scene where
I.-L%’clﬁkf‘ucl:s her and little else. I even had the impression that lathd was a
Negro!l I read it in France,without a dictionary or an {ncyclopaedia to help me

-
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with all the abstruse vocebulaxy end allusions. I2thofs not a egro,but a
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Worth African,from roughly :v:ceoent-a v Algéria., Also,I am amazed that I
remembered nothing of the striking ucvoleaux that the book is full of:
gorgeous evocations of barbarism,savagery in technicolor epithets,
memorable details the colour of blood and brass (the crucified lions,
the chopped Aead[ floating in the bath,the sound of chests crunching
under elephants' feet,Salammbo's rea bed hanging from the ceiling a.nd
gently swinging as she sleeps couchée sur des plumes noires,her hair).
There is a welter of romanticism in it,in its high colours,its exotic
setting,its fascination with sans, volupté,mort, with +the grotesque and outlandish,
the monstrous,the orgasmic climaxes of babttles and sacrifice,the local
colour,the enigmatic dammed hero and heroine who sin,gloxy in it and
are destroyed fox it.

That the Flaubert who wrote Mme B,who was to write 1'iducation
should be capable of this monstrosity,takes my breath away. As though
Jean-Inc Godard really wanted to be Cecil B, De llille gll along. And all my
training tempts me to find the common theme,the same man and the same
fascinations,the exorcism of similar emotional conflicts in the diff-
erent books,as though there weer sonething incémprehensible about the
same man doing such apparently dissimilar books. It has been said that
both Salammbd and Hrma B are women infatuated with impossible dreams.

But this,though possibly valid,suggests that the two cn_uructeru are
on the same level of conception, ?et the one is ironic,satiric and
critical,though not without sympathy; and the other is devoid of these
three Oudlluleb. It would be pointless to construct a critical model
of an antique heroine; Salamubd does not set out to be a critigue of
any aspect of modern life,unless it be of the novel itself. And here
may well be a connecting thread: just as lme B and 1'Education are
anti-novels in the sense that ’t-lej are demonstrations of a critique of
fiction,so it may be that Salaymbd is an implicit critique of another
fom of fiction,the Romentic historical novel,and of the comforting
fictions that it gave its readers instead of the disturbing effects of
the robuster unsweetened Flaubert.

Yet, immediately one wents to consider the book as a historical
novel,one must face the gquestion: well,if it was meant as a demong‘cr vtion
of how to compile one,with strict fa 1tnfulness to historical accuracy,no
anachronisms,no prettyfying,no modernising of sensibilities,no tripatouillages
with the bas:Lc documents,then why on earth did [laubert h'a,ve to invent
the fictitious '*fcnaracter of Salammbd herself? And why give her such a
catalytic role to play in the destiny of Carthage,lamilcar and 18tn8?

If a main concern WAS to reconstruct,to show how history happens,to
demonstrate that cerbtain causes will lead to certain effects Ulen why
depart from Polybws' s(?) account,which makes no mention of h¥? Doeo this
invention of Salammbd itself not invalidate the historical-reconstruction-with-
total-fidelity-to-the-sources theory? And what price Flaubert's vaunted
respect for the document,if he plays about in this fashion with the

data of his sources and inspiration? And why bother inventing her,is
another large question? BShe takes up so little space in the plot (as hws
been said: she takes up a dlsorooowﬂtmnate anount of room in tqe title) i
albeit granted that her role is an important one,helping to account

for 1Bth& g mot1ve<‘ as it does,and her intervention is crucial (though

not necessary)in the mountain-top battle,dramatically not structurally crucial
that is. But given that,she has st_Lll ll’ctle to do in the novel;she

never becomes anything 11 e a main character; her motives and feelings

are those of a suﬂerflclal extra (not u} at the psychology of any of

them is convinecing). Given this unimportance of her to the history that the
book recounts and to the book's structure,why did he bother? Vould

the novel be any the poorer for her disappearance? The few gorgeous
descriptions which she appears to be the justfication for need not dis-
appear; he could easily have reincorporated them as the setting for a
mundane scene of debauchery with a passing harlot; they need not have

gone to waste,if that was why he felt impelled to include a character who
could justify them. She also serves to dramatise the religious theme,such
as it is,the fertility symbolism which he may heve felt he needed to
include as a necessary part of the culture he was recreating,and felt that
wes impossible to merely burden readers with unpersonified erudition.
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Be that as it may,even if his reasons were of thalt incidental
sort, they would still not justify his giving her name to the novel and thus
directing the reader's mind to her significance as a clue to the sense
of the whole book. Ilot that he could have given any tzbsr other character's
name as & title,for there is not one of them who comes to life,nor who
could any less misleadingly than Salemmbd be used to represent the
book's subject in a title. His original working-title was,of course,
Carthage. Certes,the book may well have changed in the writing of it so
‘much that he felt he must alter the title,but this brings us up againagainst
the same question: why HER name? Since the subject of the book is much
more Carthsge,the ancient,savage,animistic,incomprehensible civilisation
that he tries to resurrect and make us understand.

Hor will it do to think that Flaubert was attracted to Carthage as a
possibility to show human barbarity juxtaposed with human beauty. For, there
was a subject made to measure for that at hand: the Crimean Var offered
as much scope for demonstration of deoaLcaen,savm"e:cy,saweuo,nesouusm,
the thin skin of gloxry covering horrors,disfant lendscapes,etc. Sure,he
had never: been 'uhere,and had not. beeén i‘d,sc:mated.bj the la.nd ‘and its
_neonle as in the Near Bast and North Africa during his younger days.”

‘But it won't do to say, that it was only in an ancient setting that he

.could have found the theme that he chose ¢or Salammbd. Lnles§,of |
course,that theme has little to do with gore and barbarity and has. 4o do
\/1th nal':.n” connrenemslble a society and way of oelng,“llve very different
from the oenoored allenaued industrializing, faithless 19th centuxry: Come to

think of 16,8 11ove1 ot the Crimes would have beén probably unthinkable
in the clmate of French patriotism, during the first decade of the Second
. Empire. Lo cnsartly.

- The book is.a glorious; failure,l feel, It dissatisfies in too
maiiy ways. it has no credlble flesh~and-blood - charactex's none who, affect
vou or touch you wrbn thelr reco:;mlsable Joys and s'rlefs. They are .‘trro-.-‘; :
dimensional and verge on the’ type,excenu that they lack éven.the .
solld:.ty of the type. Nor does the book satisfy &as an explanation of
~ the force of things,of why the war -had to happen, or why it had %o
- develop the way it ulu,oe:m“ ‘flawed at its heaxrt’ by the. fictitious:
ca‘aaZiv"“‘ whose name it bears as its title. lox does it satisfy dlanatlcall,,r.
too many chapters are static -uaoleau::,"xfeuem,s for @isplays of esoleric
erudition about warfare in the days of battering —:cans religions in the .
days of human sacrifice,vea 1th in the days before banking., Possibly
it might sapisfy as &n epic,for its scope,its oedewelled prose,itbs
horrific and awesome eventu,lu.d larger than life pretensions,its
superinmaen preoccupations., And Salammbd doesn't fail orly because she is
o fictitious addition put in for more or less spurious reasons,'buu also,and more
Cimportantly,as & fictional realization: why does she die? Vhat do-we know of
. her,her desireg and feellnvs,ner impulses. or sadness? VYhat effeet dogs her
knowing by lithohave ‘upon her? IHow does she change,if she -changes at all? And,if
she does change why does the rea.aer not 1ecdrn more of this chc.n'“e than he does?
Sure,the romantic héroine bit,with the enigmatic bit etc,but ‘bnls is just too
'blood‘,r enigmatic. She dies on that last page to Tound the book off with yet
enother coup de. théétre, not becsuse she has td. Amn:.ttedly,?lauoerb prépares
“the death with some- ‘care,saying that when .she goes to get. the zafmph shethas a
premopition: of her death,but from then on we learn next.to-nothing. about hexr
reactions to what happens to he‘r" the rcmnrochene:ﬂt wi un her Ded,the engagement
to Narr'Havas,the capture of 18th0,the torture of 1BthS. She seems to be a
dispassionate observer, no’cnmv" more,of all these events, v'hich yet eoncern her,or
one “imagines must concémm her aeeoly. She seens absent,abstracted,absorbed by what
is going on in herself. But what that actvwally is,is :Lt strongly enough sugzested?
Presumebly she is waiting to die for having lmown sex (sex being identified for
her with the ta‘ooo of seeing the goddess's veil) and wants I <t1>8 to die teo for
his ‘ola,pnhemy and heresy in ste l:m'" the veil; yet,if sex is confused in her mind
with the goddess,presumably too 1Bth8 is confused with something divine and she is
fascinated with him,so that his death triggers off her owmn. Sounds vague and mixed
up. Suffice it to say that the whole meaning of that later development of Salammbd's
destiny escapes me,or is weak if I grasp it properly. Presumably,the 1a3t things
that we are told m>ou1, Salammbd mean this: she didn't really want 1BthS to die, she
now realises the meaning of what she feels (= love?) and therefore she dies of grief
and love and horror at what happens to him???
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