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Guy de Maupassant’s Madame Lantin’s Jewels:
An English Abridgement and Japanese Translation

Donald Sturge
Abstract

A new abridged English language version of Guy de Maupassant’s
short story Madame Lantins Jewels and a Japanese translation of that
abridgement were created in an effort to make nineteenth century
European literature more accessible to modern Japanese readers in
particular and students of Japanese and English language in general. The
process of creating the new versions shows the short story’s value in
comparative culture study. Reactions of people who assisted in preparing
the new versions indicate how some cultural attitudes of Japanese readers
differ from attitudes of readers from other cultures.

Introduction

Because of complex language and style, many great works written
in English or translated into English are unsuitable for all but advanced
native or non-native readers. The following abridged version and
Japanese translation of Guy de Maupassant’s Madame Lantin'’s Jewels is
an effort to make one such masterpiece more accessible, particularly for
Japanese learners of English.
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To tell the story more efficiently, the version of The False Gems
posted on the www.gutenberg.org website was simplified and minor details
were eliminated. This revised English version was translated into
modern Japanese with the help of a group of native Japanese speakers
attending the Center for University Extension, the University of
Tokushima.  Basic principles for translation included clarity and
parallelism between English and Japanese. On rare occasions, details
were changed to make the story more understandable and to make English
and Japanese texts more compatible and clear.

The abridgement or translation of a great text causes regrettable
changes to the letter and the spirit of the original. Hopefully, introducing
this story to new readers in this way helps keep the great work alive.

Many of the Japanese people involved in preparing these versions of
Madame Lantin's Jewels were unfamiliar with Guy de Maupassant writing
before reading this particular text. For those people, de Maupassant’s
style often proved to be unusual and unexpected and their reaction showed
that this short story holds interpretation challenges as well as basic reading
comprehension challenges. Reaction to Madame Lantin’s Jewels by
readers raised in the Japanese milieu also highlights the fact that certain
attitudes common in Japan are less common in other societies.

Madame Lantin’s Jewels focuses on valuable jewelry and the
difference between appearance and reality, topics that presumably were as
interesting for de Maupassant’s 19th century French audience as for the
Japanese people who helped prepare new versions of the story. In any
event, regardless of the many differences between French society of the
time of the Sun King and modern Japan, there is room for comparison
between the glories of France in the age of Louis XIV and the glories of
Japan in the age of Heisei. After all, Japan is now a country laden with
decoration and conspicuous consumption, where grade school students
flaunt expensive designer accessories, where expensive cosmetics
regularly mask natural beauty, where garish "fashion" is commonly
considered to be necessity, where flakes of pure gold are sprinkled on food
and drink for nothing more than cosmetic effect.

Because modern Japan is often so ostentatious and money-oriented,
some Japanese readers had difficulty understanding why, in Madame
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Lantin’s Jewels, the husband has qualms about his wife wearing or
fondling garish jewelry.  Such reaction suggests that it may be hard for
many Japanese readers to imagine that de Maupassant could be mocking
ostentation and fagade. Similarly, some readers could not easily imagine
how, near the end of the story, Lantin’s exaggeration of his worth could be
a comic way to show the hollowness of his character. Although such
reactions might seem logical and natural according to Japanese sensibility,
it is hard to see how readers from less wealthy and ostentatious societies
could have similar reactions to Madame Lantin s Jewels.

Japanese communication is famous for being trite and meandering
and it is commonplace to hear it said that real communication is a matter
of feeling rather than a matter of overt expression. Apparently, to -
express oneself directly in Japan can be taken as a sign of stupidity or poor
manners; clarity and conciseness is regularly sacrificed for the sake of
vacuous verbosity. For instance, a matter as trivial as a note from a
landlord to a relatively unfamiliar tenant requesting payment for some
minor service may be padded in ramblings about the current weather and
concerns for the health and well-being of the person being billed.

Likely because they are used to the Japanese manner of expression,
some readers were rattled to find extremely quick transitions in Madame
Lantin’s Jewels, such as when Lantin’s wife suddenly died, when Lantin
abruptly resigned his job and when Lantin’s new wife was abruptly
introduced and eliminated. It was fascinating to see Japanese readers
suspecting that information had been cut inadvertently and scrambling
over preceding pages in vain attempts to find something that had been
overlooked.

The element of surprise in Madame Lantins Jewels and the lack of
some explicit details seemed to be particularly unsettling because readers
live in an environment where so many people are available to guide and
interpret and there is a sustained effort to eliminate surprises. In Japan,
there seems to be a constant emphasis on convenience and guidance:
elevator girls in department stores push buttons and announce arrival at
floors; escalator attendants remind people to hold handrails and not step
outside the painted lines; recorded messages on public transportation give
patrons a surfeit of information. Reaction to this short story confirmed
that many Japanese people often expect explicit d1rect1ons and are not
often encouraged to think for themselves.

The surprise ending and lack of some exphclt information in
Madame Lantin's Jewels forced at least some of the people who worked on
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these versions to use their imagination in order to provide details and try
to satisfy their innate curiosity. The lack of explicit details to explain
how Madame Lantin got her jewelry was challenging, in part because
imaginative interpretation is uncommon in Japan: the Japanese education
system stresses memorization and repetition of facts for the purpose of
passing examinations. However, since the ending of Madame Lantin's
Jewels was unclear, some readers were encouraged to discuss the story
further, producing penetrative questions and ingenious suggestions
regarding the provenance of the jewelry and regarding the meaning of
other elements in the story. So it seems that, despite a lack of formal
training in critical thinking in Japan, there is a capacity for imaginative
interpretation that can be nurtured.

Clearly, the process of creating new versions of Madame Lantin's
Jewels helped the people who worked on the text improve their awareness
of themselves, awareness of the cultural attitudes that separate them from
other people in other areas and awareness of the need for critical
interpretation skills. In future, a new project may focus on abridgement
and translation of another de Maupassant story regarding jewelry that
appears to be genuine but is in fact fake. Hopefully, that new project will
encourage Japanese readers to compare and contrast that story with
Madame Lantin’s Jewels and help them reflect anew on themselves and
their country, a place of conspicuous consumption where there is such
disparity between appearance and reality, such lack of directness and such
undeveloped critical interpretation skills.
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Madame Lantin’s Jewels

Monsieur Lantin met a young woman at a party and fell in love with
her at first sight.

Her father had died several years earlier. Then she moved to Paris
with her mother, who tried to find a husband for her. They weren’t rich,
but they were respectable and peaceful.

The young woman was excellent and beautiful, the kind of woman
that any young man would want for his wife. She was like an angel and
she had a modest smile and a happy spirit. Everybody praised her.
Many people said, “The man who marries her is very lucky!”

Lantin was a clerk in a government office with a comfortable salary
of about 3,500 francs. He proposed marriage to the young woman and
she accepted. He was very happy!

She managed the household money very well. They felt rich.
She treated her husband perfectly, with great attention. She was so
charming that he felt even happier after six years of marriage than he felt
on their honeymoon.

There were only two things that he didn’t like about his wife: she
loved going to the theatre and she loved imitation jewelry. Her friends
often got her a box seat at the theatre and she frequently went to the
opening nights of new plays. He had to go with her, even though he was
bored after working hard all day. After a while, Lantin told his wife to
ask another woman to go to the theatre with her. His wife disagreed at
first, but later she accepted her husband’s suggestion. He was happy.
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Her love for the theatre grew stronger and her love for jewelry grew
stronger too. Although her clothes were simple, tasteful, and modest, she
started to wear large fake earrings that sparkled like real diamonds. She
also wore false pearl necklaces, imitation gold bracelets and combs
decorated with glass jewels.

Her husband often complained, “You can’t afford real jewels, my
dear; your beauty and modesty are enough!” She used to smile and say,
“I’'m sorry, but this is not a big problem. It’s my nature.” Then she
would wrap the pearls around her fingers and say, “Look how lovely they
are! They look real!” and Lantin would say, “You have tastes like a

gypsy!”

They sometimes chatted by the fireplace. On the tea table, she
would place a little box containing the “trash,” as Lantin called her fake
jewelry. She would look at the jewels with passion, as if the jewelry
gave her some deep joy. She often put a necklace around her husband’s
neck and laughed, “How funny you look!” Then she would jump into his
arms and kiss him.

One winter evening, she returned from the opera and she felt very
cold. Next morning, she coughed a lot. Eight days later, she died of a
~ lung infection. '

Lantin was very sad and his hair turned white in only one month.
He cried often. His heart was broken when he remembered her smile, her
voice and her charm.

His sadness didn’t change as time passed. At work, as his
colleagues discussed other things, his eyes often filled with tears and he
cried loudly. He did not change anything in his wife’s room. He left
her furniture and even her clothes exactly as they were on her death day.
Every day, he went into her room and thought about her.
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Life soon became more difficult for him. When she was alive, his
wife managed his salary well and bills were always paid easily. Now, he
didn’t have enough money. He wondered how she had been able to buy
such expensive wine and food. He couldn’t afford those things any
more,

He fell into debt. One morning, he discovered that his pockets
were empty. He decided to sell the false jewelry that had displeased him in
the past. The jewels spoiled his memories of his wife. Until she died,
she had brought jewelry home almost every evening.

He decided to sell a heavy necklace that she had liked very much.
He thought that it would be worth six or seven francs because it was well
made, even though it was imitation. He put the necklace in his pocket
and went to find a good jewelry shop.

Finally, he found the shop and entered. He felt ashamed to show his
money trouble and ashamed to try to sell such a cheap thing.

“Please tell me how much this is worth,” Lantin asked the jeweler.

The man looked at the necklace, called to his clerk, and spoke to
him in a low voice. Then he put the necklace on the counter and looked
at it from a distance.

Lantin waited impatiently until the jeweler said, “It is worth
between 12,000 and 15,000 francs, but I can’t buy it unless you tell me
where it came from.”

Lantin’s eyes opened wide. At first, he couldn’t understand.
Then he said, “Are . . . are you sure?”
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The jeweler replied without emotion, “You can ask at another shop
if you like and try to get a better price. I believe that it is worth no more
than 15,000 francs. Come back if you can’t get a better price.”

Lantin was completely shocked. He took the necklace and left the
shop. He needed time to think.

Outside the shop, he laughed to himself, “The jeweler is foolish.
He can’t tell the difference between real jewels and fake jewels! I should
have sold the necklace immediately!”

Lantin went into another shop on another street. When the jeweler
saw the necklace, he exclaimed: “I know that jewelry! It was bought
here!”

Lantin became nervous. He asked, “How much is it worth?”
“Well,” the jeweler said, “I sold it for 20,000 francs, but I can buy it again
for 18,000. However, you must explain how you got it.”

This time, Lantin was more shocked than before. He stammered,
“But...but...look at it carefully! Until now, I thought that it was a
fake!” '

The jeweler asked, “What is your name, sir?” Later, the jeweler
read from his account book, “This necklace was sent to Madame Lantin,
16 Rue des Martyrs, July 20, 1876.”

The men looked at each other. Lantin was so shocked that he
couldn’t speak and the jeweler suspected that there was some kind of theft.
After some time, the jeweler spoke, “Can you leave this necklace here for
24 hours? TI’ll give you a receipt.”
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Lantin answered quickly, “Yes, certainly.” Then, he put the receipt
in his pocket and left the store.

Lantin wandered through the streets in terrible confusion. He tried
to understand, but he couldn’t. His wife could not afford to buy
something so expensive. Certainly not.

Suddenly he thought, “It must have been a present, but who gave it
to her?” He stopped and stood silently in the street. He had a horrible
thought, “All of the other jewels were gifts too!”

He felt weak. The street seemed to shake and a tree nearby seemed
to fall. He fell on the street, unconscious and woke up in a drug store
where some people had carried him. Later, he was brought home and he
locked himself in his room and cried until darkness came. Finally, he
went to bed and fell into a deep sleep.

Next morning, Lantin dressed slowly. It was hard to work after the
shock, so he wrote to his boss and asked to be excused.

He remembered that he had to go back to the jewelry store. He
didn’t want to go, but he didn’t want to leave the necklace with the
jeweler.

He went outside. It was a beautiful sunny day with a deep blue sky.
The city was busy. Wealthy people strolled with their hands in their
pockets.

Lantin looked at the rich passers-by and thought, “Rich people are
happy because money helps them forget deep sorrows. They can go
anywhere they want and while they travel, they can forget their sorrow. 1
wish that I was rich!”
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He realized that he was hungry, but he had no money. Then he
remembered the necklace. “Eighteen thousand francs! What a lot of
money!”

He arrived at the Rue de la Paix and stood for a while across the
street from the jewelry store. He tried to convince himself to go to the
shop, but he was too ashamed to go. However, he was very hungry and
he had no money.

Suddenly he decided. He rushed across the street and went into the
store. The jeweler greeted him and offered him a chair. The other

clerks looked at him curiously.

“I’ve checked,” said the jeweler, “and if you still want to sell the
jewels, I’ll pay the amount that I promised yesterday.”

“Certainly,” replied Lantin.

The jeweler took eighteen large bills from a drawer and counted
them. Lantin signed a receipt and, with hands shaking, put the money in
his pocket. ’

As he was leaving the shop, Lantin looked at the jeweler shyly and
said, “I have . . . some other jewelry that I got in the same way. Would
you like to buy it also?”

The jeweler smiled and bowed, “Certainly, sir.”

Lantin said, “I’ll bring the jewelry to you.”
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One hour later, he returned with the jewels. The large diamond
earrings were worth 20,000 francs, the bracelets worth 35,000, the rings
worth 16,000, a set of emeralds and sapphires worth 14,000, and a gold
chain with pendant worth 40,000. The total was 143,000 francs.

The jeweler observed, “The person who owned these jewels invested
all her money in jewelry!” Lantin replied seriously, “That’s one way to
invest.”

He had lunch in a fancy restaurant and the wine cost twenty francs a
bottle.  Then he hired a carriage and went for a ride in the park. He
looked at the other carriages and could hardly stop from shouting, “I’m
rich too! I’'m worth 200,000 francs!”

Suddenly, he remembered his job. He drove to his office, entered
happily and said to his boss, “I have come here to quit. I just inherited
300,000 francs!”

He shook hands with his former colleagues and told them about
some of his future plans. Then he went to another fancy restaurant. He
sat close to an elegant gentleman during the meal and told him that he had
inherited 400,000 francs.

That evening, he went to the theatre and for the first time, he was
not bored. He spent the rest of the night partying.

Six months later, he married again.. His new wife was very
virtuous but she had a bad temper. She made him very unhappy.
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