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Introduction to Gustave Flaubert's "A Simple Heart"

A Simple Heart is a poignant novella written by the renowned French author Gustave Flaubert, first
published in 1877. This work is often celebrated for its exploration of love, devotion, and the human
experience through the life of a seemingly simple yet profoundly complex character, Félicité. Flaubert's
masterful prose and keen psychological insight make this novella a significant contribution to literary

realism and a vital part of Flaubert's oeuvre.

Overview of the Novella

"A Simple Heart" is set in the 19th century and tells the story of Félicité, a servant who dedicates her life to
serving others. The novella is divided into several parts, each detailing different phases of Félicité's life, her

relationships, and her unwavering devotion to the people she loves. Flaubert employs a third-person



narrative style, allowing readers to see into Félicité's thoughts and feelings, while also presenting a broader

social commentary on the roles of women and the nature of love in society.

Plot Summary

The plot of "A Simple Heart" unfolds in a straightforward manner, yet it is rich with emotional depth and

complexity. Here is a brief outline:

1. Félicité's Early Life: The story begins with Félicité as a young girl living in a rural village.
Orphaned at a young age, she is taken in by a wealthy family, the Aubain family, as a servant.

2. Her Relationship with the Aubain Family: Félicité is devoted to the Aubains, taking care of their
children and household. Her loyalty and love for them are unwavering, even in the face of neglect

and indifference from her employers.

3. The Loss of Loved Ones: Throughout the novella, Félicité experiences profound losses, including the
deaths of the Aubain children and her only romantic interest, a man named Victor. These losses
shape her character and deepen her sense of loneliness.

4. The Role of Religion: Félicité finds solace in her religious faith, which becomes a central aspect of
her life. She eventually has a vision of a parrot, which she comes to associate with her deceased loved
ones, signifying her longing for connection and love.

5. The Climax and Resolution: The novella culminates in Félicité's death, where her simple heart and

faith are ultimately portrayed as both tragic and beautiful. Her life, marked by sacrifice and devotion,

raises questions about the nature of love and fulfillment.

Character Analysis

Flaubert's characters are intricately crafted, and Félicité stands out as a prime example of his skill. Here is

an analysis of her character and other significant figures in the novella:

Félicité

Félicité is the heart of the novella, and her character is a study in simplicity and complexity. Key aspects



include:
¢ Devotion: Félicité's life is characterized by her unwavering loyalty to the Aubain family. Her
selflessness is both admirable and tragic, as it leads to her own neglect and suffering.

e Isolation: Despite her devotion, Félicité often feels isolated. Her emotional landscape is rich, yet her

relationships are superficial, highlighting the loneliness of her existence.
¢ Religious Faith: Félicité's faith plays a crucial role in her life. It provides her with a sense of purpose,

especially in times of grief. Her belief in the afterlife and her visions reflect her longing for

connection beyond the physical realm.

Madame Aubain

Madame Aubain, Félicité’s employer, represents the upper class's indifference toward the lower class. Her

character embodies:
¢ Neglect: Madame Aubain often takes Félicité for granted, illustrating the social hierarchies and the
lack of empathy from those in power.

e Complexity: Though she is often portrayed as cold, Madame Aubain is a multi-dimensional character

who experiences her own struggles, particularly after the loss of her children.

Victor

Victor is a pivotal figure in Félicité's life. He represents fleeting love and the unfulfilled desires of Félicité.

His character underscores:
¢ Romantic Idealism: Victor's brief romance with Félicité highlights her longing for love and
connection, which remains largely unfulfilled.

e Transience: His eventual departure from Félicité’s life symbolizes the transient nature of love and

happiness, further deepening her sense of loss.



Thematic Exploration

"A Simple Heart" delves into several potent themes that resonate throughout the narrative:

Love and Sacrifice

Félicité's life is marked by her sacrifices for others, particularly for the Aubains. The novella examines the
nature of love, questioning whether selfless devotion brings fulfillment or leads to suffering. Flaubert raises

poignant questions about the dynamics of love, particularly in the context of social class and gender roles.

Isolation and Loneliness

Félicité's experiences illustrate the profound loneliness that can accompany a life of service and devotion.
Despite her relationships, she remains isolated, reflecting the broader social commentary on the

marginalization of women and the lower classes in 19th-century France.

Faith and Redemption

Félicité’s faith serves as a source of comfort throughout her life, especially in times of despair. Her vision of
the parrot signifies her yearning for connection with her lost loved ones and poses questions about the

nature of faith as both a refuge and a source of existential contemplation.

Literary Style and Techniques

Flaubert’s writing style in "A Simple Heart" is marked by its precision and attention to detail. He employs

several literary techniques that enhance the narrative:

Realism

Flaubert is often associated with literary realism, and "A Simple Heart" is no exception. His portrayal of
everyday life, with its mundane details and psychological depth, allows readers to connect intimately with

Félicité’s character.



Symbolism

The novella is rich in symbolism, particularly with the parrot, which represents Félicité's lost love and her
longing for connection. The parrot serves as a physical manifestation of her memories and desires,

deepening the emotional resonance of the narrative.

Stream of Consciousness

Flaubert employs a stream-of-consciousness technique to delve into Félicité’s thoughts and emotions. This

approach provides insights into her inner life, allowing readers to experience her joys and sorrows directly.

Conclusion

Gustave Flaubert's "A Simple Heart" is a compelling exploration of love, loss, and the human condition
through the life of Félicité. Flaubert's nuanced characterizations, thematic depth, and stylistic innovations
make this novella a timeless piece of literature that continues to resonate with readers today. Through
Félicité's journey, Flaubert invites us to reflect on the complexities of devotion, the nature of faith, and the
profound loneliness that can accompany a life spent in service to others. The novella remains a poignant
reminder of the beauty and tragedy of the human experience, encapsulating the essence of Flaubert's

literary genius.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'A Simple Heart' revolves around unrequited love and the simplicity of devotion,
showcasing how the protagonist, Félicité, finds meaning and purpose in her life through her deep, albeit

unreciprocated, love for others.

Who is the protagonist of 'A Simple Heart"?

The protagonist of 'A Simple Heart' is Félicité, a devoted servant whose life is marked by her loyalty and

emotional attachment to others, particularly her employer and her deceased love.

How does Flaubert portray the character of Félicité?

Flaubert portrays Félicité as a deeply sympathetic character, emphasizing her simplicity, resilience, and

unwavering devotion, while also highlighting the emotional neglect she experiences throughout her life.



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

Flaubert employs various literary techniques, including detailed character development, vivid descriptions,

and a realistic narrative style, to evoke empathy for Félicité and to comment on the human condition.

‘What role does religion play in 'A Simple Heart"

Religion plays a significant role in 'A Simple Heart', as Félicité finds solace and purpose in her faith, which

serves as a source of comfort and a guiding force in her life, especially after experiencing loss.

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

The setting of 'A Simple Heart', primarily in a provincial town in France, influences the story by
reflecting the social norms and expectations of the time, which shape Félicité's experiences and

relationships.

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

The parrot in 'A Simple Heart' symbolizes Félicité's unfulfilled desires and emotional attachments; it
represents her longing for connection and serves as a reflection of her inner life, ultimately becoming a

companion in her loneliness.

What does the ending of 'A Simple Heart' signify?

The ending of 'A Simple Heart' signifies the culmination of Félicité's life of devotion and sacrifice,
suggesting that her simple heart, though often overlooked, holds profound depth and meaning, ultimately

leading to her transcendence.

How does 'A Simple Heart' relate to Flaubert's views on realism?

'A Simple Heart' exemplifies Flaubert's views on realism by presenting an authentic portrayal of everyday
life and emotions, focusing on the ordinary experiences of a lower-class woman while exploring complex

themes of love, loss, and faith.
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