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I. Commentaire guidé en langue étrangère

The novel tells the story of Christopher Newman, a rich American come to Europe for the fi rst 
time, more precisely to Paris, to enjoy life and fulfi ll all his desires. He falls in love with the beautiful 
and aristocratic Madame de Cintré but is rejected by her family. Madame de Cintré decides to lock 
herself up in a convent. This passage occurs towards the end of the novel.

Comment on the passage, paying particular attention to its dramatic overtones. 

On sunday morning, at the hour which Mrs Tristram had indicated, he rang at the gate in the 
blank wall. It instantly opened and admitted him into a clean, cold-looking court, from beyond which 
a dull, plain edifi ce looked down upon him. A robust lay sister with a cheerful complexion emerged 
from a  porter’s lodge, and, on his stating his errand, pointed to the open door of the chapel, an edi-
fi ce which occupied the right side of the court and was preceded by a high fl ight of steps. Newman 
ascended the steps and immediately entered the open door. Service had not yet begun ; the place was 
dimly lighted, and it was some moments before he could distinguish its features. Then he saw it was 
divided by a large close iron screen into two unequal portions. The altar was on the hither side of the 
screen, and between it and the entrance were disposed several benches and stairs. Three or four of 
these were occupied by vague, motionless fi gures — fi gures that he presently perceived to be women, 
deeply absorbed in their devotion. The place seemed to Newman very cold ; the smell of the incense 
itself was cold. Besides this there was a twinkle of tapers and here and there a glow of coloured glass. 
Newman seated himself ; the praying women kept still, with their backs turned. He saw they were 
visitors like himself, and he would have liked to see their faces ; for he believed that they were the 
mourning mothers and sisters of other women who had had the same pitiless courage as Madame 
de Cintré. But they were better off than he, for they at least shared the faith to which the others had 
sacrifi ced themselves. Three or four persons came in ; two of them were elderly gentlemen. Everyone 
was very quiet. Newman fastened his eyes upon the screen behind the altar. That was the convent, the 
real convent, the place were she was. But he could see nothing ; no light came through the crevices. 
He got up and approached the partition very gently, trying to look through. But behind it there was 
darkness, with nothing stirring. He went back to his place, and after that a priest and two altarboys 
came in and began to say mass.

Newman watched their genufl ections and gyrations with a grim, still enmity ; they seemed aids 
and abettors of Madame de Cintré’s desertion ; they were mouthing and droning out their triumph. 
The priest’s long, dismal intonings acted upon his nerves and deepened his wrath ; there was some-
thing defi ant in his inintelligible drawl ; it seemed meant for Newman himself. Suddenly there arose 
from the depths of the chapel, from behind the inexorable grating, a sound which drew his attention 
from the altar — the sound of a strange, lugubrious chant uttered by women’s voices. It began softly, 
but it presently grew louder, and as it increased it became more of a wail and a dirge. It was the chant 
of the Carmelite nuns, their only human utterance. It was their dirge over their buried affections and 
over the vanity of earthly desires. At fi rst Newman was bewildered — almost stunned — by the stran-
geness of the sound ; then, as he comprehended its meaning, he listened intently and his heart began 
to throb. He listened for Madame de Cintré’s voice, and in the very heart of the tuneless harmony he 
imagined he made it out. (We are obliged to believe that he was wrong, inasmuch as she had obvious-
ly not yet had time to become a member of the invisible sisterhood.) The chant kept on, mechanical 
and monotonous, with dismal repetitions and despairing cadences. It was hideous, it was horrible ; as 
it continued, Newman felt that he needed all his self-control. He was growing more agitated ; he felt 
tears in his eyes. At least, as in its full force the thought came over him that this confused, impersonal 
wail was all that he or the world she had deserted should ever hear of the voice he had found so sweet, 
he felt that he could bear it no longer. He rose abruptly and made his way out.

The American, Henry JAMES (1877).
Penguin Classics, 1995.
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II. Traduction

Traduire le deuxième paragraphe du texte.




