a simple heart gustave flaubert

A Simple Heart is a novella written by the French author Gustave Flaubert,
first published in 1877. The story is notable for its exploration of the
inner life of its protagonist, Félicité, a humble servant woman whose
existence is marked by sacrifices and the pursuit of love and meaning in a
world that often overlooks her. Flaubert's deft characterizations and
poignant prose invite readers to ponder the complexities of human emotion and
the nature of devotion. In this article, we will delve into the themes,
characters, and significance of "A Simple Heart," while also examining
Flaubert's literary style and the novella's lasting impact.

Summary of the Novella

A Simple Heart revolves around the life of Félicité, a servant in a well-to-
do household in 19th-century France. The story is set against the backdrop of
societal changes and reflects Flaubert’s keen observations of class and
gender dynamics. Félicité's life is marked by a series of profound losses and
unfulfilled desires, yet she remains steadfast in her loyalty and devotion to
those she loves.

Plot Overview

The novella can be divided into several key sections that highlight
Félicité's journey through life:

1. Early Life: Félicité is introduced as a simple but kind-hearted young
girl. She is raised in a poor family and experiences the loss of her mother
at a young age. This loss shapes her understanding of love and attachment.

2. Service to Madame Aubain: Félicité becomes a servant to Madame Aubain, a
widow with two children, Paul and Virginie. Félicité’s unwavering dedication
to her employers showcases her nurturing spirit. She develops a deep bond
with the children, particularly with Virginie, who becomes a focal point of
her affection.

3. Love and Loss: Throughout her life, Félicité encounters love in various
forms. Her brief romance with a sailor named Théodore introduces her to the
complexities of love and desire, yet this relationship ends in heartbreak.
Following Théodore’s departure, Félicité finds solace in her devotion to
Madame Aubain and her children.

4. The Death of Virginie: The death of Virginie profoundly impacts Félicité.
She is devastated by the loss of the young girl she loved like a daughter,
and this loss deepens her sense of isolation and grief.



5. Final Years: As Félicité grows older, her life becomes increasingly
solitary. She eventually adopts a parrot named Loulou, which becomes a symbol
of her unfulfilled love and longing. The parrot serves as a companion in her
final years, and when it dies, Félicité experiences yet another profound
loss.

6. Spiritual Resolution: In her final moments, Félicité experiences a
transcendent vision of the Virgin Mary, which provides her with a sense of
peace and fulfillment. This moment serves as a culmination of her lifelong
search for love and meaning in a world that often disregarded her.

Thematic Analysis

Flaubert’s novella is rich with themes that reflect on the human condition.
The following are some of the prominent themes explored in "A Simple Heart":

1. Devotion and Sacrifice

Félicité's life is characterized by her selfless devotion to those around
her. Her sacrifices for Madame Aubain and her children illustrate the theme
of loyalty. Flaubert paints a vivid portrait of how Félicité's unconditional
love often goes unrecognized, emphasizing the idea that true devotion is not
always rewarded.

2. Isolation and Loneliness

Félicité experiences profound isolation throughout her life. Despite her
relationships with the Aubain family, she ultimately remains an outsider,
never fully integrated into their world. Flaubert explores the emotional toll
that loneliness takes on Félicité, highlighting how her simple heart longs
for connection but is frequently met with indifference.

3. The Nature of Love

Flaubert examines different forms of love in the novella, from familial bonds
to romantic attachments. Félicité’s relationships are often marked by longing
and loss, suggesting that love can be both a source of joy and profound
suffering. Her ultimate devotion to the Virgin Mary signifies a spiritual
love that transcends earthly attachments.



4. Social Class and Gender

The novella subtly critiques the social structures of 19th-century France.
Félicité’'s position as a servant reflects the limitations imposed by her
social class and gender. Flaubert sheds light on the struggles faced by women
in a patriarchal society, illustrating how their identities are often defined
by their roles and relationships.

Character Analysis

Flaubert’s characters are intricately crafted, each serving a purpose in the
narrative. The following are key characters in "A Simple Heart":

Félicité is the heart of the novella. Her simplicity and profound capacity
for love make her a compelling protagonist. Despite her hardships, she
embodies resilience and strength, making her journey poignant and relatable.
Her character invites readers to reflect on the nature of fulfillment and the
complexities of emotional attachment.

2. Madame Aubain

Madame Aubain, Félicité’s employer, represents the upper class and its
indifference to the struggles of the lower class. While she appreciates
Félicité’'s dedication, she remains emotionally distant, highlighting the
class divide. Her character serves as a foil to Félicité, emphasizing the
societal constraints that shape their lives.

3. Virginie and Paul

Virginie and Paul are the children of Madame Aubain. Virginie, in particular,
is a symbol of innocence and love, serving as a focal point of Félicité's
affection. Their relationships with Félicité underscore the theme of maternal
love and the bonds that transcend social boundaries.

4. Théodore

Théodore serves as a representation of fleeting love and desire. His brief
relationship with Félicité introduces her to the complexities of romantic



affection, but his departure leaves her with a sense of longing and
unfulfilled dreams.

Flaubert’s Literary Style

Flaubert’s writing is characterized by its precision and attention to detail.
In "A Simple Heart," he employs a naturalistic style that captures the
nuances of everyday life. His use of imagery and symbolism enhances the
emotional depth of the narrative, allowing readers to connect with Félicité’s
experiences on a profound level.

1. Symbolism

The parrot, Loulou, serves as a powerful symbol in the novella. It represents
Félicité's unfulfilled desires and her search for companionship. The parrot’s
eventual death signifies the culmination of her losses and reinforces the
theme of loneliness.

2. Narrative Technique

Flaubert employs a third-person omniscient narrator, allowing readers to gain
insight into Félicité’s inner thoughts and emotions. This narrative technique
creates a sense of intimacy, drawing readers into her world and fostering
empathy for her struggles.

Conclusion

A Simple Heart stands as a testament to Gustave Flaubert’s literary genius.
Through the poignant portrayal of Félicité’'s life, the novella explores
profound themes of love, sacrifice, and the human condition. Flaubert’s
masterful characterizations and rich symbolism invite readers to reflect on
the complexities of devotion and the impact of social structures on
individual lives. As a work of literature, "A Simple Heart" resonates with
readers across generations, reminding us of the enduring power of love and
the quiet strength of those often overlooked by society. Through Félicité's
journey, Flaubert captures the essence of what it means to possess a simple
heart in a complex world.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'A Simple Heart' by
Gustave Flaubert?

The main theme of 'A Simple Heart' is the exploration of unrequited love and
the complexities of human emotion, particularly through the character of
Félicité who embodies devotion and simplicity.

Who is the protagonist of 'A Simple Heart'?

The protagonist of 'A Simple Heart' is Félicité, a servant whose life is
marked by her unwavering love and loyalty, particularly towards her employer
and the people she cares for.

How does Flaubert depict the character of Félicité?

Flaubert depicts Félicité as a selfless and devoted individual, whose simple
heart leads her through life’s hardships, showcasing both her strength and
vulnerability.

What role does religion play in 'A Simple Heart'?

Religion plays a significant role in 'A Simple Heart', serving as a source of
comfort and meaning for Félicité, particularly through her devotion to a
statue of the Virgin Mary.

What literary techniques does Flaubert use in 'A
Simple Heart'?

Flaubert employs various literary techniques, including detailed imagery,
symbolism, and a focus on psychological depth, to convey the emotional
landscape of his characters.

What is the significance of the parrot in 'A Simple
Heart'?

The parrot in 'A Simple Heart' symbolizes Félicité's inner life and longing
for connection, as well as her isolation and the unfulfilled desires that
permeate her existence.

How does the setting influence the story in 'A
Simple Heart'?

The setting, primarily in a provincial town in France, influences the story
by reflecting the societal norms and constraints of the time, which shape
Félicité's experiences and relationships.



What is the narrative style of 'A Simple Heart'?

The narrative style of 'A Simple Heart' is characterized by a third-person
perspective, allowing for introspective insights into Félicité's thoughts and
feelings, while also maintaining a sense of objectivity.

How does 'A Simple Heart' reflect Flaubert's views
on social class?

‘A Simple Heart' reflects Flaubert's views on social class by highlighting
the disparities between the lives of the bourgeoisie and the working class,
particularly through Félicité's experiences as a servant.

What is the ending of 'A Simple Heart' and its
implications?

The ending of 'A Simple Heart' is poignant, as Félicité dies with her simple
faith intact, symbolizing her enduring love and the tragedy of her

unfulfilled life, leaving readers to reflect on the nature of love and
sacrifice.
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