Homais, Homeopathy
and Madame Bovary
by Hela Michot-Dietrich

The pharmacist in Flaubert’s Madame
Bovary (1856) appcars to play a definite
role in what is perceived to be an attempt
by the author to ridicule homceopathy,
which was already part of French medical
reality at the time of the appearance of
this novel.! The founder of homeeopathy.
Samuel Hahnemann, had left his native
Germany in 1835 to settle in Paris, where
he died in 1843 at the age of 88, highly
respected by a minority among the medi-
cal doctors and a great many former
patients.? His new approach to the prac-
tice of medicine, introduccd early in the
nineteenth century in Europe, was to
spread throughout the world. It became
popular in nineteenth-century USA that it
took the American Medical Association a
full century to succeed in stifling it almost
complclely.3 Homaeopathy elicited much
criticism on the part of the medical estab-
lishment of the day, its holistic approach
to healing going contrary to the increas-
ing trend toward specialization in the
medical profession; and the submolecular
substances used as remedies were snugly
denigrated as being placebos by the posit-
ivistic materialists representing the state
of the art of medical science in Europe
and elsewhere. Homaeopathy was then
and is today a controversial subject. It was
much discussed in medical circles in the
past century. We should thus not be sur-
prised, given Madame Bovary's medical
context, that some interesting links seem
to connect homaeopathy with the pharma-
cist in Flaubert's great novel, as the follow-
ing investigation will illustrate.
Speculation on Homais' name has led
many literary critics to conclude that he
represents homo ridiculus, all the while
parading under the guise of eminent
respectability. Yet, there seems to be
another play on his name that would
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allow us to conclude that, the above find-
ing not withstanding, Flaubert must have
had in mind to ridicule also the new
direction in the healing arts known as
homeeopathy. No more than a regional
difference in pronunciation is needed to
equate the homé of the French word
homéopathie with HHomais. The German
physician’s name, Hahnemann, lends
itself to further speculation. The German
-mann is the equivalent of the Latin homo-
and, of course, it means homme in French
and thus may concur with the gencrally
accepted sleight contained in the phar-
macist's diminutive name. Hahn means
rooster and this combination can easily
lend itsclf to a disparaging play on the
meaning of such a name, the rooster
being the strutting member of the gallina-
ceous bird family. Detractors of
homaeopathy might thus ridicule Hahne-
mann and his discovery as that of a vain-
glorious representative of the medical
profession in the same manner in which
Flaubert ridicules Homais as a vainglori-
ous, strutting member of the human spe-
cics - not to mention the fact that the
rooster is often used to symbolize the
French people, whom Flaubert also dis-
parages in the personage of his pharma-
cist. Flaubert presents Homais as the
epitome of the despicable French bour-
geois who prides himself in his knowledge
of modern science, who seems willing to
sell his soul to the devil and who is
devoured by the ambition of obtaining
the recognition the order of the cross
bestows on its holders. Homais finally
prostitutes himself, turning in the wind
like a weather-vane (often made of a
metal rooster), and is awarded the cov-
cted cross by the king, as the final sen-
tence in Madame Bovary attests.! This
reward comes to him partly on the basis
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of his “dévouement sans bornes” during the cholera
epidemic (645). Hahnemann had published his find-
ing on camphor as a homaeopathic remedy in cases
of cholera before the cholera epidemic that raged
through France in 1832, and “while the profession
was struggling with its conscience laymen seized upon
it and used it extensively. In France the price of cam-
phor skyrocketed to thirty francs an ounce, and the
government had to cancel the import duties on it

We also know that Homais on occasion usurped
the role of the medical practitioner and gave illegal
medical advice in the back room of his pharmacy
(404). Since Hahnemann's fame included numecrous
contributions to pharmacology, notably a pharmaco-
logical lexicon published in 1798,% the parallel
between Homais the pharmacist and Ilahnemann the
physician becomes even more convincing. It is thus
not impossible that such knowledge and considera-
tions contributed to Flaubert's choice of name for his
less than admirable pharmacist. Furthermore, Hah-
nemann’s competition with pharmacists, whom he
did not trust to prepare the homacopathic remedies
according to his instructions, his numcrous quarrcls
with the authoritics over the homacopathic physi-
cian’s right to prepare their own remedies, are well
known to students of the history of homatopathy. Yet,
itis not our intention to equate Hahnemann with
Homais but merely to show the latter as a meck and
timid follower of Hahnemann's doctrine of
homaopathy. He is shown to be a vacuous represen-
tative of his profession, much as Hahnemann was
considered, by his enemies, Lo be a vacuous represen-
tative of the medical profession, unable to keep pace
with the latest scientific methods.

There is, however, further evidence in Madame
Bovary supporting the contention that Flaubert
intended to ridicule homaeopathy through the per-
son of Homais. The latter is characterized as an
ardent advocate of progress all the while he seems
unable to grasp the full implications of what modern
positivistic science represents in Flaubert’s days.
Homnais proves his poor mastery of scientific facts
when he tells that the temperature in Yonville never
reaches more than 25-80 degrees centigrade. He
proudly announces this to be the equivalent of 54
degrees farenheit! “(mesure anglaisc)” (398). It is, of
course, equivalent to 77-86 degrees farenheit. This
error is a considerable one on the part of a man who
prides himself on his scientific competence. Homais
also ascribes to the newly emerging science of chemis-
try an all encompassing role. He is proud of being a
chemist and declares that the composition of fertiliz-
crs, the fermentation of liquids, the analysis of gascs
and miasmata, and the knowledge of molecular inter-
action of all bodies in nature enter into the realm of
chemistry (447). Hahnemann, an eminent chemist in
his own right, before his discovery of homaopathy,
had published several articles on chemical topics, and
his miscellaneous writings include a diatribe against
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drinking coffee,” an cssay on arsenic poisoning
(Emma poisons herself with arsenic!) and how to
detect it in criminal cases,® and one on testing wine®.
The latter is matched by Homais’s opuscule on cider
(642), Normandy's equivalent of wine, and his “art de
soigner les vin malades” (414). Homais's preoccupa-
tion with the interplay of climate and agriculture
might today, rom an ecological point of view, scem
much less exaggerated than it must have appeared to
Flaubert and his contemporaries. It is clearly Flau-
bert’s intention to ridicule Homais when he has him
explain to Mme Lefrangois how important it is to ask
yourself whether or not it is advisable to interfere
with the balance in nature by pulling out plants and
replanting them where they previously did not grow
(447). Similarly, homaeopaths were (and still are)
laughed at for their ridiculous notions of curing peo-
ple with remedies that not only do not interfere with
nature, but follow nature’s course, and whose chemi-
cal components were considered nil by the modern
scientists. Homaeopaths have always insisted thata
cure can only be effected by aiding nature in its
efforts to maintain or regain a certain dynamic
balance.

As we follow Homais's comments in the novel, we
notice that, during Emma’s first illness, his advice to
Bovary is contrary to the then current methods of
treatment, He advocates gentle measures, “pas de
médicamentation oiscuse! du régime, voila tout! des
sédatifs, des émollients, des dulcifiants” (516). Curi-
ously enough, Bovary’s fear of killing his patients
makes him shy away from the heroic medicines of his
day and Homais, with one exception, that of Hippo-
lyte’s operation, has a similar repugnance to strong
medical interventions. Homais's socialistic idea
expressed in his precocious exultation at the sup-
posed success of the botched clubfoot operation
serves to further illustrate the vainglorious bourgeois’
meager intcllectual faculties. When Homais praises
Bovary for having brought to the poor what “fanat-
cism previously promised to only a few privileged per-
sons’ (448), it is obvious that Flaubert intends to
cxpose anew the incompetence of such bungling pro-
gressive practitioners as Bovary and his driving force,
Homais. However, what the latter somewhat awk-
wardly advocates in the preceding quotation supports
a position held by the representatives of
homeeopathy. Homeeopathic remedies being as inex-
pensive as they still are, treatment of the poor
through homaeopathy was and is one of the goals of
the true followers of this healing art. it was Hahne-
mann’s dream, as early as 1810, to have
homaeopathic remedies prepared under strict gov-
ernment supervision and distributed free to all who
required them!!? It goes without saying that such rec-
ommendations could only provoke the ire of the pow-
erful pharmaceutical guilds of his time.

The most surprising element to be found in
Madame Bovary is, however, that despite the apparent
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sleight at homcaeopathy, Flaubert presents a clear
homceopathic case history in each of Emma's ill-
nesses. Her first illness is diagnosed as a “cercbral
fever” (517) and the symptoms Flaubert describes are
all listed in Kent's Repertory of Homaopathic Maleria
Mndim," a reference work used the world over by
practising homceopaths to help them find the reme-
dies indicated for curing the sick. When we consider
the totality of Emma’s symptoms, a requirement in
the evaluation of a casc for homceopathic cure, we
sce that they point to Hyescyamus, Nux Vomica, Causti-
cum and Lachesis. Flyoscyamus is most highly repre-
sented and is particularly fitting to Emma’s
melancholy inclination. Of course, none of the above
homaeopathic remedies were used to save Emma. It is
a testament to her robust health in general that she
survives not only her severe illness, but also the addi-
tional stress of mustard plasters and cold compresses
which constitute the milder forms of medical treat-
ment in Flaubert’s days. Surcly, a few doses of Hyos-
cyamus, administered as taught by Hahnemann in his
Organon of Medicine,'2 would most likely have cured
her in fewer than the 43 days she required (516) and
would have prevented the relapse. Interestingly
enough, Clarke lists as one of the main accusations
pointing to the usefulness of Hyoscyamus in a given
case, “suppresscd lactation,™® and we know that
Emma did not breastfeed her baby, since Berthe was
farmed out to a welnurse soon after her birth (408).
It is also entirely conceivable that Emma’s excessive
romantic yearning for an unattainable, ideal love,
such as the one she believed to have found with
Rodolphe, is the expression of the underlying psora
which, in the end, has her lose control over her
actions and could have driven her to suicide, even
without the financial disaster that finally pushes her
to the extreme solution of poisoning herself with
arsenic. Upon reading about Hyoscyamus in the Mate-
ria Medica, it becomes obvious that this had to be
Emma’s remedy during her first illness. In Clarke's
Materia Medica, we read, for example, the following
instructions:

“Melancholy from unfortunate love...Fright fol-
lowed by convulsions...Desire to run away from the
house at night...complete apathy...Perversion of
every action. Vertigo...attacks of cerebral congestion
with loss of consciousness...loss of appe-
tite...vomiting...heart’s action violent; tremulous;
irregular...pulse intermitting... Uncommon sinking
of strength. Fainting fits (repeated attacks). (93447)"

These symptoms find their reflection in Flaubert’s
careful description of Emma’s condition. We read
that Emma had “les battements de coeur qui la frap-
paient i grand coup de béliér, s'accéléraient I'un
aprés I'autre a intermittence inégales” (513). “Elle
voulait reellement s’appliquer a ce travail, compter
les fils de la toile” of her napkin (514) “avait lc long
du corps de mouvements convulsifs...Elle s’évanouit
encore” (515). The symptoms of the cercbral fever
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are given as “I'abattement d’Emma, car elle ne parlait
pas, n'entendait rien et méme semblait ne point souf-
frir” (517). After her relapse, “il lui survint des
vomissements” (517). “Ce qu’elle aimait autre fois, &
présent lui déplaisait™ (519), and she falls into a state
of excessive religious fervor following the recollection
of the vision she had while being given the final rites
during her illness (520). When we juxtapose the
symptoms from Clarke to those from Flaubert, we can
sce their agreement. The melancholy from unfortu-
nate love is a symptom reflected several times in
Emma’s life, since her love for Bovary may well be
considered an unfortunate one. This symptom thus
becomes, homaeopathically speaking, a leading one
for her case. Emma’s fear that Charles may know
about her having wanted to clope with Rodolphe is
followed by convulsions. After she finds out that
Rodolphe betrayed her, she wishes to run away and
end up in the attic contemplating suicide. But she
did run away many times during her affair with
Rodolphe and always at night...The complete apathy
corresponds to the “abattement,” the perversion of
every action to her counting the threads in her nap-
kin, to her disliking now what she used to like and,
above all, to her perverted religious fervor. The fact
that a fictitious character can have such a clear<cut
homacopathic remedy picture attests to Flaubert’s
masterful realism in creating Emma. Did not Flaubert
himself, state, when speaking of the author’s role and
about Emma,, that “tout ce qu‘on invente est vrai“? 14
It is, however, quite plausible that the accuracy of the
homaropathic remedy picture stems from Flaubert’s
insight into his own condition, since he is frequently
quoted as having stated that “Madame Bovary, ¢’est
moi”. !

When Homais, during Emma’s first illness, cau-
tions Charles against the use of any of the supposed
medicincs (prétendus remédes) which, while meant to
attack the illness, attack the temperament, and when
he characterizes Emma as having a sensitive tempera-
ment, he speaks like a true homaeopath! He illus-
trates this kind of sensitivity by referring to his
friend's dog who goes into convulsions when exposed
to the odor of tobacco (516). Of course, references o
such sensitivity are not the exclusive domaine of
homaropaths and this passage would not support our
contention were it not reinforced by yet another
example indicating a homaeopathic bent in Homais.
During Emma’s second and fatal iliness, her poison-
ing with arsenic, after Dr Canivet’s prescription of an
emetic and Dr Larivi¢re’s verdict that there is no
hope of saving her, Flaubert has Homais cite “péle
méle les cantharides, I'upas, le mancenillier, la
vipére”(620). The names Homais mentions on this
occasion happen to translate to the homceopathic
remedies Cantharis, Upas, Euphorbia and Vipera. They
all turn out to be homaeopathic remedies that might
be useful in helping a patient overcome arsenic poi-
soning and they fit Emma’s acute symptoms at that
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time, so carefully described by Flaubert (612-28).
Cantharis is an cspecially well suited homaeopathic
remedy for an acute case such as Emma’s final ilincss.
It might well save the life of a person afflicted with
Emma’s symptoms before the administration of Dr
Canivet's emetic. It is this passage which must alert
any homaeopath reading Madame Bovary to the
homeeopathic connection.

Although there appears to be no direct reference
to Hahncmann or to homceopathy in Flaubert, Corre-
spondence,'® the circumstantial evidence in Madame
Bovary is so convincing that we must see Flaubert's
aversion to homaeopathy as a fact. Such speculation is
further corroborated by the lack of any direct men-
tion of homaropathy in L éducation sentimentale
(1869). At the end of the novel, we learn that:

“Pellerin, aprés avoir donné dans le fouriérisme,
I’homéopathie, les tables tournantes, I'art gothique et
la peinture humanitaire, était devenu photographe;
ct sur toutes les rmurailles de Paris, on le voyait répre-
senté en habit noir, avec un corps minuscule et une
grosse téte. n7

The juxtaposition of homceopathy to séance tables
again suggests the opinion Flaubert must have held
regarding homaeopathy. Furthermore, Pellerin is the
painter who could never make up his mind as to what
style to imitate, whose final portrait of Rosanctte was
created to embarrass Frederic and in whose painting
of her dcad child “le rouge, le jaunc, le vert ct
I'indigo se heurtaient par taches violentes, en faisai-
ent une chose hideuse” (437).

Of course, Pellerin’s swelled head (grosse téte)
shown on the advertisements for his new profession,
photography, illustrates the ironic ambiguity inher-
ent in a person who believes his head to be the most
important part of his anatomy, while others perccive
him as a pompous égotist in search of fame by any
means. The fact that these ads are seen all over Paris
attests that he has attained this fame. As in Madame
Bovary, where we learn of Homais’s fame (la croix) in
the conclusion of the novel, Pellerin's celebrity is
mentioned at the very end of L'éducation sentimentale.
Even though Pellerin is a character of lesser impor-
tance than Homais, he is presented in a manner not
unlike that by which the pharmacist is characterized:
his professionalism is shown in a questionable light
and his dabbling in various artistic styles in Fouricr’s
utopian ideas and especially in homoeopathy and
seances further denigrates his character. As we can
see, Flaubert knew about homceopathy in the years
when he was completing L’education sentimentale.
The evidence presented in this essay allows us to con-
clude that he must have known of it at an earlier
time, when he was writing Madame Bovary. Conse-
quently, it is entirely plausible that Flaubert inten-
tionally imposed the homaeopathic connection on
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Homais because he most likely shared with his father
and brother, both of whom were allopathic physi-
cians, the general contempt for those who are pro-
fessing this gentle approach to healing so far
removed from what the positivistic scientists of his
day could conceive. No wonder Homais had to be
characterized as a fumbling scientist, since modern
representatives of the medical profession could not
admit to the power of the invisible, the power
homceopathy has captured in its remedies and which
has become scientifically conceivable only since we
have come to know the power of the split atom.
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