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The novel Belle de Jour, penned by the French author Joseph Kessel in 1928,



stands as a significant work in French literature. It is a tale that delves
into the complexities of desire, identity, and societal norms, presenting a
multifaceted portrayal of femininity and sexuality. Kessel, who was not only
a novelist but also a journalist and aviator, employed his diverse
experiences to craft this intricate narrative that continues to resonate with
readers today.

Overview of the Plot

At its core, Belle de Jour revolves around Séverine Serizy, a young,
beautiful woman who is married to a successful surgeon, Pierre. Despite her
seemingly perfect life, Séverine harbors a profound dissatisfaction and a
yearning for a life filled with passion and adventure. This internal conflict
leads her to explore her fantasies through an unexpected avenue: she becomes
a prostitute during the day while maintaining her respectable life at home in
the evenings.

The Dual Life of Séverine

Séverine's decision to lead a double life serves as a central theme in the
novel. Here are some key aspects of her character and the implications of her
choices:

1. Desire for Freedom: Séverine's daytime escapades allow her to escape the
constraints of her conventional life. The act of becoming a prostitute
symbolizes her quest for liberation and the exploration of her sexual
identity.

2. Conflict with Societal Norms: Kessel skillfully illustrates the tension
between Séverine’s desires and the expectations of society. Her dual
existence raises questions about morality, femininity, and the nature of
desire.

3. Psychological Complexity: The novel delves deep into Séverine's psyche,
revealing her fears, insecurities, and the trauma of her past that influences
her choices. This complexity adds depth to her character, making her
relatable and compelling.

Thematic Exploration

Belle de Jour is rich in themes that challenge societal norms and explore the
human condition. Some of the most prominent themes include:



Sexual Liberation

The novel addresses the theme of sexual liberation in a period when such
topics were often taboo. Séverine's journey reflects a struggle for autonomy
over her body and desires. Kessel presents a nuanced view of sexuality that
goes beyond mere physicality; it encompasses emotional and psychological
dimensions as well.

Identity and Self-Discovery

Kessel’s narrative invites readers to consider the concept of identity.
Séverine’s transformation into a prostitute allows her to explore different
facets of herself that she had suppressed in her conventional life. The
duality of her existence raises questions about the nature of self and the
masks people wear in society.

Societal Critique

Through Séverine's experiences, Kessel critiques the rigid social structures
of the time. He highlights the hypocrisy of a society that condemns women for
exploring their sexuality while simultaneously objectifying them. This
critique remains relevant today, as discussions about women's rights and
sexual autonomy continue.

Character Analysis

Kessel's characters are vividly drawn and serve to enhance the themes of the
novel. Here are some key characters alongside Séverine:

Pierre Serizy

Pierre, Séverine's husband, is depicted as a devoted yet oblivious partner.
His character embodies the archetype of the successful man who is unaware of
his wife’s inner turmoil. His love for Séverine is genuine, but it is also
limited by his inability to comprehend her desires and struggles.

Henri

Henri, a significant figure in Séverine's life, represents the allure of
danger and excitement. He becomes her lover and introduces her to the world



of prostitution. His character serves as a catalyst for Séverine's
exploration of her sexuality and desires, challenging her to confront her
fears and fantasies.

Other Supporting Characters

The supporting cast in Belle de Jour enriches the narrative by providing
various perspectives on love, desire, and societal expectations. Characters
like the other prostitutes Séverine encounters and the clients she serves add
layers to the exploration of femininity and the complexities of human
relationships.

Literary Style and Techniques

Joseph Kessel's writing style in Belle de Jour is characterized by its
lyrical prose and vivid imagery. He employs several literary techniques to
enhance the reading experience:

Symbolism

Kessel uses symbolism extensively throughout the novel. The title itself,
Belle de Jour, symbolizes beauty and desire, while also alluding to the
duality of Séverine's life. Other symbols, such as the contrast between the
day and night, further emphasize the themes of light and darkness, freedom
and confinement.

Stream of Consciousness

The narrative often shifts into a stream-of-consciousness style, allowing
readers to access Séverine's innermost thoughts and feelings. This technique
creates a sense of intimacy, drawing readers deeper into her psyche and
enhancing the emotional impact of her experiences.

Imagery and Descriptive Language

Kessel’s use of descriptive language paints vivid pictures of both the
mundane and the extraordinary aspects of Séverine's life. His ability to
evoke sensory details immerses readers in the world of the novel, making the
themes of desire and identity resonate more profoundly.



Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, Belle de Jour has had a lasting impact on literature
and culture. Its themes of sexual liberation and self-discovery continue to
resonate with contemporary audiences. The novel has inspired adaptations,
including a celebrated film directed by Luis Buñuel in 1967, which further
popularized the story and introduced it to new generations.

Moreover, Kessel's work has influenced discussions around femininity and
sexuality, contributing to the ongoing dialogue about women's rights and
autonomy in society. The novel is often studied in literary courses for its
exploration of complex themes and its critique of societal norms.

Conclusion

Joseph Kessel's Belle de Jour is not merely a tale of a woman's double life;
it is a profound exploration of desire, identity, and the societal
constraints that shape human experiences. Through Séverine’s journey, Kessel
challenges readers to reflect on their own lives and the complexities of
their desires. The novel remains a powerful commentary on the nature of
femininity and the pursuit of freedom, making it a timeless work that
continues to inspire and provoke thought.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Belle de Jour' by Joseph
Kessel?
The main theme of 'Belle de Jour' revolves around the exploration of desire,
duality, and the complexities of human sexuality. It delves into the life of
a woman who leads a double life as a housewife and a daytime prostitute,
highlighting the contrast between societal expectations and personal
fulfillment.

How does 'Belle de Jour' reflect the societal
attitudes towards women in the 20th century?
The novel reflects the restrictive societal attitudes towards women in the
20th century, emphasizing the struggles for autonomy and self-identity. It
showcases the limited roles available to women and critiques the moral
hypocrisy of society regarding female sexuality.



What influence did 'Belle de Jour' have on later
literature and film?
'Belle de Jour' has had a significant influence on both literature and film,
inspiring various adaptations and interpretations. The narrative's focus on
complex female characters and their sexual liberation paved the way for more
progressive portrayals of women in later works.

What is the significance of the title 'Belle de
Jour'?
The title 'Belle de Jour' translates to 'Beauty of the Day,' symbolizing the
protagonist's dual existence. It reflects her allure and the beauty she
embodies during the day while also hinting at the darker, hidden aspects of
her life as a sex worker.

How does Joseph Kessel's writing style contribute to
the impact of 'Belle de Jour'?
Joseph Kessel's writing style in 'Belle de Jour' is characterized by vivid
imagery and psychological depth, which effectively captures the inner turmoil
of the protagonist. His lyrical prose enhances the emotional intensity of the
narrative, making the themes of desire and identity resonate powerfully with
readers.
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