The Well-Crafted Story
Guy de Maupassant (gé'de mo-
pi-séN’) is considered by many
to be the greatest French short
story writer and an inspiration to
generations of European and
American writers. He always
presented his characters
objectively—not by judging them
but by simply recording their
actions. And with remarkable
precision, he focused on the
exact gesture, feeling, or word that defined each
character's personality. The effect was to make his
perfectly crafted stories seem, in his words, “to be
pieces of human existence torn from reality.”

Unremark'able Beginnings Maupassant was born
to upper-middle-class parents in the French province
gf Normandy. After high school, he served in the
hrench army a.nd studied law in Paris. In his early 20s
e took a clerical position with the French e

government, a job he disli
succeeded at. Job he disliked but apparently
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friend of Maupassant's mother and inited e,
Maupassant regularly to his house in Parsy s
and conversation. At these lunches, Flaubet dus
writing style and technique, and he critiqued
that Maupassant had written. Flaubert also intud
the young writer to leading literary figures sura:
naturalistic writer Emile Zola (&-mél 2046, Thog
Maupassant disliked being labeled, he did deely:
naturalistic tone in his own work.

Rich and Famous Maupassant’s first sho,nsfﬂﬂ
“Ball of Fat," appeared in 1880 a" anﬁ:{:ﬂw
compiled by Emile 7ola. This story, ™ g 0¥
one of his best, made Maupassant amosuaz "
next 10 years, he produced an ?"Ormonovels, e
work: more than 300 short stories, SlXHe sl
travel books, and oné book of P oe:rYs' ubh’sheW
stories to magazines an newspap uIi fih
in collections, and eventua”y grew 9 ashof
Maupassant only enjoyé 18
before his deteriorating he2" o
in an asylum from complicati® 4 birthd?

disease a month be

fore his
Other Works
“The Necklace”
“The Jewelry” |
“The Umbrella” I
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M’ farming region of northern France.
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o 7 aupassant was boy, he had many
L 1o observe Norman peasants. These
pes

et - mers generally led difﬁcult_ lives. Peasant
b med most of what they raised and sold
) onsd

IS en-air markets. Some traditional Norman

3 I US . I
X v still in existence today.
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rote of Normandy:
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e s lend, and I love to live in it because my
e bere. those deep and delicate roots that
L‘;U:" io the land where bis fathers were
wra énd died, attach bim to the thoughts men

st the food they eal, the wonds they use, their
sl druwd; fo the odors that rise from the soil
i e rillages and linger in the very air itself

‘i ths deep attachment, he avoided

wmentality in his Norman stories. The peasants
¥T3ys are sometimes stingy, coarse, and cruel.
“pasant wanted his fiction to be true to life,
*=#that life was unpleasant. Like other realist

"= asodiated with naturalism, he was especially
S in how people's social circumstances and

LS,

2 dves can determine their fates.

Connect to Your Life

How do you think you would feel if you were
falsely accused of wrongdoing? How might such
an experience affect the way you interact with
people? Share your thoughts with the class.

Focus Your Reading

LITERARY ANALYSIS:
CHARACTERIZATION IN REALISM
Characterization refers to the techniques

used to develop characters. Writers can portray
characters through physical description of the
character, a character's words and actions, the
words and actions of other characters, and direct
commentary by the narrator.

Because realist writers are concerned with
examination of character, characterization is an
important element in their works. As you read this
story, notice which techniques Maupassant uses.

ACTIVE READING: INTERPRETING
DETAILS

"A Piece of String” is filled with details that help
create a realistic impression of the people and
way of life described in the story. Interpreting
these details will help you draw conclusions
about Maupassant's characters and themes.

[IlreaDER'S NOTEBOOK As you read the
story, create cluster diagrams like the one below
to help you organize descriptive details. Create
one diagram for the setting; another for the
main character, Maitre Hauchecome; and a third
for the peasants in general.

‘throng of human
beings and ammals /

WORDS TO KNOW Vocabulary Preview
credence impassive indignation
din indifferent
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A Piece of String

Guy de Maupassant

long all the roads around .
Goderville' the peasants and their
wives were coming toward the
burgh? because it was market day.
The men were proceeding with slow steps, the
whole body bent forward at each movement of
their long twisted legs, deformed by their hard
work, bv the weight on the plow which, at the
same time, raised the left shoulder and swerved
the figure, by the reaping of the wheat which
made the knees spread to make a firm «
chase,™ by all the slow and painful lab
country. Their blouses, blue, “stiff-starched,”
shining as if varnished, ornamented with a little
design in white at the neck and wrists, puffed
about their bony bodies, seemed like balloons
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Maitre Hauchecome, of Breaute,’ had jus
arrived at Goderville, and he was directing i
Steps toward the public square, when he per
ceived upon the ground a little piece of string.
Maitre Hauchecome, economical like 2 me
Norman, t ought that everithi;lgl luseffulieufj;“
be picked up. and ent painfully, for b¢
E% from fﬁcumajﬁ?rl:l- He took the bl][ .Otcil:
cord from the ground and began to r?l,nli i
fully when he noticed Maitre Malandai»

ol
ndy, a e

~ a
1. Goderville (god-ar-vel’): town in Norm J from ¢

iles inlan
northwest France, about ten miles
English Channel.

L‘fn\”'
2. burgh (blrg): town. [

i )nfx
body necessary s
3. purchase: position of the bo iy
i n 1
a large weight. { above o e
4. surmounted (sar-mount’Yd): place ) o'B“”(
' =ch-com s
5. Maitre Hauchecome (mé'tr> 0sh Luze tke !
* .e“ )
Maitre is French for master. Bred™ wasd’
attre 1s s l'he storys IHU
other places mentioned in o 16 ~oder?
community within a few miies

: 4.Jan-daN’)-
6. Maitre Malandain (mé-lin-d
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was seizad with

good haters.

. ~<vere on bad terms,-being both

~Maitre “Hauchecome
a sort of\shame

\ to bé seen thus by his enemy,
picking a bit of string out of the dirt.”

«-maker, on the threshold of his door,

king at him. They hafi heretofore had busi-
e rogether on the subject of a halter,” and
:;: were on bad terms, being both good haters.
\lzitre Hauchecome was seized with a sort of
;hame to be seen thus by his enemy, picking a bit
of string out of the dirt. He concealed his “find”
|quickly under his blouse, then in his trousers’
ﬂ.pocket; then he pretended to be still looking on
the ground for something which he did not find,
and he went toward the market, his head for-
ward, bent double by his pains.

He was soon lost in the noisy and slowly mov-
ing crowd, which was busy with interminable
bargainings. The peasants milked, went and
tame, perplexed, always in fear of being cheated,
2ot dafi_ng to decide, watching the vender’s eye,
Ever trying to find the trick in the man and the
aW1n the beast,
€ Women, having placed their great baskets
ne‘trhfeet, had taken out the poultry which lay
ifie eeground, tied together by the feet, with
Th Yes and scarlet crests.
Wy | heard offers, stated their pri ithad

; ) prices with a dry

g o anaw face, or perhaps, suddenly decid-

CUStolrln:nvlvehproposed reduction, shouted to t.he
Maiye Auth‘o Wwas ,Slowly going away: “All right,
en litt[lrne,g .I Il give it to you for that.”
ind ¢y € by little the square was deserted,
Mayeq toongelu89 ringing at noon, those who had
At ourd O.n,g’ scattered to their shops.
AN’ the great room was full of

harneé

at th
Up()
tere

WORDS TO KNOW

impassive (Tm-p&s'Tv) adj. revealing no emotion,

people eating, as the big court was full of vehicles
of all kinds, carts, gigs, wagons, dump carts, yellow
with dirt, mended and patched, raising their shafts
to the sky like two arms, or perhaps with their
shafts in the ground and their backs in the air.

Just opposite the diners seated at the table, the
immense fireplace, filled with bright flames, cast
a lively heat on the backs of the row on the
right. Three spits were turning on which were
chickens, pigeons, and legs of mutton; and an
appetizing odor of roast beef and gravy dripping
over the nicely browned skin rose from the
hearth, increased the jovialness,!! and made
everybody’s mouth water.

All the aristocracy of the plow!? ate there, at
Maitre Jourdain’s, tavern keeper and horse
dealer, a rascal who had money.

The dishes were passed and emptied, as were
the jugs of yellow cider. Everyone told his atfairs,
his purchases, and sales. They discussed the
crops. The weather was favorable for the green
things but not for the wheat.

7. halter: strap with a noose by which horses are tied or led.
8. Maitre Authirne (6-tirn”).

9. Angelus (dn’jo-los): the church bells that ring to announce
the Angelus prayer, which is recited at morning, noon,
and evening.

10. Jourdain’s (zhdor-danz’).

. 11. jovialness: state of heartiness and good cheer.

12. aristocracy of the plow: humorous way of referring to
farmers.

expressionless
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in the court,

denly the drum beat in
befsoliizi tie {louse. Everybody rose except a few
indifferent persons, and ran to the door, or tg
l7;:'1‘\s’ir1’dgws their mouths still full and napkins
the W )
in their hands. |
; After the public crier had ceased' his drum.-
beating, he called out in a jerky voice, speaking

. . Iy:
his phrases irregularly: | |
“It is hereby made known to the inhabitants

EJ | of Goderville, and in general to all persons |
present at the market, that there was lost this
"morning, on the road to Benzeville,'3 between

FJ ' nine and ten o'clock, a black leather pocketbook

containing five hundred francs'* and some busi-
ness papers. The finder is requested to return
same with all haste to the mayor’s office or to
Maitre Fortune Houlbreque of Manneville, s
there will be twenty francs reward.”

Then the man went away. The heavy roll of
the drum and the crier’s voice were again heard
at a distance. "

Then they began to talk of this event, dis-

cussing the chances that Maitre Houlbreque had

of finding or not finding his pocketbook.

And the meal concluded. They were finishing
their coffee when a chief of the gendarmes!
appeared upon the threshold.

He inquired:

“Is Maitre Hauchecome, of Breaute, here?”

Maitre Hauchecome, seated at the other end
of the table, replied:

“Here [ am.”

And the officer resumed:

“Maitre Hauchecome, will you have the good-
€SS 10 accompany me to the mayor’s office? The

mayor would like to talk to you.”
The peas rprised and disfurbed -
lowed at a draft his tiny glass of brandy, rose,

and, even more bent than in the morning, for the

Arst steps after each rest were specially difficult,

S¢t out, repeating: “Here | am, here | am,”
The mayor wag awaiting him, seated on ap

WORDS TO KNOwW

- indifferent (In-dYf'er-ent) adj. havin
Credence (kréd'ns) n, belief: trust

} |

9 no particular interest or concern

armchair.. He was the Notary1” ¢ th
stout, serious man, with pomPOuslse v
“Maitre Hauchecome,” said he o TSt
seen this morning to pick up, on t’he oy Wepg
Benzeville, the pocketboo) lost by, 1% tg
Houlbreque, of Manneyijje.» Altre
The countryman, astounded, lookeg
mayor, already terrified, by this Suspic; at th
on him without his knowing why, .
“Me? Me? Me pick up the
“Yes, you, yourself.” S
“Word of honor, I never heard of j; »
“But you were seen.” {u
“I was seen, me? Who says he sy me}”
“Monsieur Malandain, the hameSS-maker o
The old man remembered, understooq .
flushed with anger.
Al hesaw me, the clodhopper, he gy me
pick up this string, here, M’siew’ 19 the Mayor”
And rummaging in his pocket he drey out the
little piece of string. .
But the mayor, incredulous, shook his head,
“You will not make me believe, Maitre ,
Hauchecome, that Monsieur Malandain, who is
a man worthy of credence, mistook this cord for
a pocketbook.” |
The peasant, furious, lifted his hand, spat
one side to attest2° his honor, repeating:
“It is nevertheless the truth of the good qu,
the sacred truth, M’sieu’ the Mayor. I repeat it

yang |

13. Benzeville (baNz-vel’).

14. francs: A franc is the basic monetary unit of Fraerf,-‘l‘

15. Maitre Fortune Houlbreque of Manneville (fort* "
brék’, man-vel’),

16. gendarmes (zhéin’ddrmz’): armed police. .

17. notary: a person with the legal authority ©0 W'
certify documents.

18. pompous (psm’pas): full of self-importance: Y

19. Msieu (ma-syce’): shortened form of monsiet®
mister or sir.

20. attest (a-tést'): to testify to; to affirm.

ess and

Frenc !
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caux-Arg, Bésar::g:f /l;rom the 'Fax'r, Ornans (1850-1855), Gustave Courbet.
, France/Giraudon/Art Resource, New York.
Id of the
g romanticized,
| of such people

f\'- dl i‘. ((
" ONNECTION Thi .
N This painting caused a stir in the Paris art wor

use
- Showed peagant
s as they really were rather than in som

,-__V“- ﬂ'av The =
T Critic 2 -
@ wor of m‘s did not think that Courbet's realistic portraya
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on my soul and my salvation.” It made him ] 4 night.

The mayor resumed: The next day about one ¢
“After picking up the object, you stood like a  noon, Marius Paumelje, , hiri_c(l)ck in i
stilt, looking a long while in the mud to see if employ‘ of Maitre Breton, hugb Man i theter~
any piece of money had fallen out.” ~ Ymanville,* retyrpeq the POck:tr;)d an g
The good, old man choked with indignation — contents to Maitre HOUlbreque fook ang
and fear. This man claimed to have fou od ' annewue
“How anyone can tell—how anyone can tell— the road; but not knowing hOth:) the ieq“;
such lies to take away an honest man’s carried it to the house and givep i, ;ead‘, € hyg
reputation! How can anyone—” The news spread through the ne(i) tlt: Mply,
There was no use in his protesting, nobody Maitre Hauchecome was informegq if D0rhggg
believed him. He was confronted with Monsieur ~ immediately went the circuit ang begalt. He
Malandain, who repeated and maintained his recount his story completed by the hanto |
affirmation.?! They abused each other for an He was in triumph. PPY clg
hour. At his own request, Maitre Hauchecome “What grieved me so much wag the iy
was searched, nothing was found on him. itself, as the lying. There is nothing s shamety .
Finally the mayor, very much perplexed, dis- to be placed under a cloud on account ofalie.;“
charged him with the warning that he would He talked of his adventure a]| day long, e
consult the public prosecutor and ask for further  told it on the highway to people who wez
orders. passing by, in the wineshop to people who e
The news had spread. As he left the mayor’s drinking there, and to persons coming out of
office, the old man was surrounded and ques- church the following Sunday. He stopped
tioned with a serious or bantering?? curiosity, in strangers to tell them about it. He was calmnoy
which there was no indignation.{Je began to tell and yet something disturbed him without his |
the story of the string. No one believed him. knowing exactly what it was. People.had the ar
They laughed at him. - of joking while they listened. They did not sc;em
' "He went ing his frie H convinced. He seemed to feel that remarks wet
endlessly his statement and his protestations. being made behind his back. o
showing his pockets turned inside out, to prove On Tuesday of the next week he Wef;le el
that he had nothing. market at Goderville, urged solely byt
They said: ty he felt of discussipg the cgsz- * began ©
" “Old rascal, get out!” g Malandain, standing at his :)o,
And he grew angry, becéming exasperated, hot,  laugh on seeing him pass. Why
and distressed at not being believed, not knowing
what to do and always repeating himself,
Night came. He must depart. He started on his — omething declared © be -true‘h V'
way with three neighbors to whom he pointed our 21" affirmation: somet! ~ ceasing or VBT oo
the place where he had picked up the bit of string;  22. bantering: spoken in anwillingness &

23. incredulity (Yn'kr”f—do‘o'li’-tc): | o)
i 5 * A on 18
behe‘ve, doubt ). Ma“fe, _B;;mb*"“i"”'
24. Marius Paumelle (po-m (u-miﬂ“'el ):

and all along the road he spoke of his adventure.
In the evening he took a turn in the village of

. N ille
Breaut.e, in order to tell it to everybody. He only husbandman at Ymé"_V[:g A e
met with incredulity,23 an archaic word mean!

WORDS TO KNOW
950 indignation (n'dTg-na‘'shen) n. anger caused by something mean or unjust




I/A/;)iece of string, a Piece

of Strin’g’ﬁ

— look—beére it is,

M’sieu’ theMayor -

e spprosched a farimer from Crequetor,:

1o did not let him ﬁms.(i anhiglzmg' im a
Lu mp in the stoma},ch said to his face:

«You big rascal. '

Then he turned his back on him.

Maitre Hauchecome was confused, why was
¢ called a big rascal?

When he was seated at the table, in Jourdain’s
wern he commenced to explain “the affair.”

Ahorse dealer from Monvilliers2 called to him:

“Come, come, old sharper, that’s an old trick;
know all about your piece of string!”

Hauchecome stammered:

“But since the pocketbook was found.”

But the other man replied:

“Shut up, papa, there is one that finds, and
fere is one that reports. At any rate you are
nixed with it,”

The peasant stood choking. He understood.
r ® accused him of having had the pock.etbook
eturneq by a confederate, by an accomplice.

}:IZ tried to protest, All the table began to laugh.
nthe ‘;’}ﬂd uot finish his dinner and went away,

idst of jeers.

ng ;i;’;;ent home ashamed and indignant, _chok-
hagpe 8T and confusion, the more dejected
d()ing Whas Capable with his Norman cunning of
boastin 3 they had accused him of, and even
hirn, in ofit ag of a good turn. His innocence to

a ) :
“onfused Wway, was impossible to prove,

\

Iy

as his sharpness was known. And he was strick-
en to the heart by the injustice of the suspicion,
Then he began to recount the adventures
again, prolonging his history every day,
each time, new reasons, more energetic
tions, more solemn oaths which he imagined
and prepared in his hours of solitude, his whole
mind given up to the story of the string. He
was believed so much the less as his defense was
more complicated and his arguing more subtle.
“Those are lying excuses,” they said behind

adding
protesta-

» his back.

He felt it, consumed his heart over it. and
pvore himself out with useless efforts. He wasted
Taway before their very eyes.

The wags?” now made him tell about the string
to amuse them, as they make a soldier who has
been on a campaign tell about his battles. His
mind, touched to the depth, began to weaken.

Toward the end of December he took to his bed.

He died in the first days of January, and in the
delirium of his death struggles he kept claiming

his innocence, reiterating:

“A piece of string, a piece of string—look— _
here it is, M’sieu’ the Mayor.” %

25. Crequetot (krék-to’).
26. Monvilliers (moN-vé-yér’). Also spelled Montivilliers.
27. wags: people who like to make jokes.
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LITERARY ANALYS|S:.
CHARACTERIZATION |N
REALISM

Characterization refers 1o (},q
techniques that writers yse
develop characters. There gre four
basic methods of characterizatio,.

* A writer may describe the physicy|
appearance of the character

» A character’s nature may be
revealed through his or her own
speech, thoughts, feelings, or
actions.

* The speech, thoughts, feelings, or
actions of other characters in
response to a character can be
used to develop that character.

* The narrator can make direct
comments about the character's
nature.

Most realistic writers use the fourth

method sparingly, preferring to let

readers form their own judgments
of characters. However, sometimes
the best way to convey information
is through direct comments. For
example, Maupassant's narrator tells
us that Maitre Hauchecome is

“economical like a true Norman.'

Cooperative Learning Activity
With a group of classmates, identify
four details in the story that reveal
aspects of Maitre Hauchecome's
character. For each detail, identify the
charadterization method that |
Maupassant used and what the detal
"eveals about the character. Fill in @
chart such as the one below.

—
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