More than Just Pillow Talk: Lying and the Art of Deception in the Novels of Eça de Queirós. 

One of the key motifs of nineteenth century literature is without doubt the dual dynamic of lying and deceit, and the novels of Eça de Queirós are certainly no exception. Much to the contrary, in the nineteenth century society that Eça depicts in his own signature way, the concepts of lying and deception, with their often-disguised antipode truth, establish modes of behavior that mark, from an ethical point of view, the actions of the protagonists and through them a literary universe governed by the bourgeois moral values of the time. Deceit, directly associated though not synonymous to lying, is a fundamental characteristic of Eça’s fiction, as the following examples will discuss. Taking as our main corpus the well-known Queirosian novels O Primo Basílio, O Crime do Padre Amaro, (and, time-permitting, Os Maias,) the present paper aims to synthesize and succinctly analyze the articulation of (female) lies and deception in regards to female sexual ‘mis-conduct’, as portrayed in Eça’s work. 

In literature lying and deception have proven to be successful narratorial strategies within the traditionally male-authored bourgeois novel of female adultery. Largely popularised during the later part of the nineteenth Century following Flaubert’s eponymous novel Madame Bovary (1857), this genre portrays and ultimately castigates woman’s illicit sexuality outside the social sanctions of marriage, yet given the necessary components of the genre, this conceptualisation of a relegated or secondary female sexuality relies heavily on the ploys of deception, often fuelled through both verbal and non-verbal lies. Within the Bovaresque paradigm, women are accepted in the symbolic community provided they are virgin or childbearers who use their sexuality to procreate in the name of the father; there is no room for female sexuality to stray beyond the heterosexist male dominion, and therefore, for women to maintain their honor and respectability, they have recourse to the art of deception.
 As Bill Overton clearly states, “in the full-fledged novel of female adultery, the wife’s liaison is intolerable—whether to her husband, the society around her, or both”.
 In these novels of female adultery, the protagonists’ justification stems from the societal injustice towards her condition: the nineteenth-century literary obsession with illicit female sexuality encapsulated the age’s monolithic double standard of sexual morality. Such discrepancy was already blatantly inscribed in texts such as Balzac’s one-sided misogynistic treatise Physiologie du Mariage (1829) that makes no mention of male adultery and justifies pre-marital fornication by the late age at which men marry.
 Most of Balzac’s treatise is concerned with providing all the necessary tools and strategies to the husband to unmask the spouse’s deception. Engels later reviews this standard referring to the necessity of the wife’s monogamy that ensures wealth be bequeathed to the husband’s rightful children, a fact that does not ‘in any way interfere with open or concealed polygamy on the part of the man’.
 In the Western novelistic tradition this relative lack of concern with the husband’s infidelity, or for that matter, any form of male sexual transgression, is wide currency, whereas laws of inheritance and family honor prescribe non-marital chastity for the wife. As Sinclair pertinently suggests in her Kleinian reading of the deceived husband, this double standard cannot but attest to “a public, literary avoidance of a social issue…in a patriarchal society where the majority of works in traditional literary canons have been written by men”.
 

Among Eça de Queirós’s novels O primo Basílio (1878) constitutes a prime example of this narrative evasion of male sexual transgression in relation to bourgeois marriage.
 In O primo reference to the adulteress’ husband Jorge having extra-marital relationships during a business trip in the Alentejo is sketchily made, and as Cláudia Pazos Alonso’s rightly suggests, “whether an indiscretion has any repercussions or not is thus shown to depend exclusively on gender, a clear admission of society’s double standards”.
 Eça’s novel, like so many of the genre, dramatises the (mis)use of female sexuality to unproductive ends in a seemingly unmoveable patriarchal order that will bring the adulteress (in this case Luísa) to her death while the Don Juan goes ‘happily on his way’. Whether it is Luísa’s ambivalent death by psychosis and internalised guilt, Emma Bovary’s suicide by arsenic, or Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina throwing herself on to the train-tracks, the unforgiving conclusion of the Bovaresque narrative projects a vivid consolidation of the patriarchal view of female thwarted deception and consequently misuse of female sexuality. Most interestingly, Eça makes only passing reference to Jorge’s lies of omission: the narratorial silence that surrounds Jorge’s philandering in the Alentejo is placed in stark contrast to Luísa’s dramatic situation that, lie upon lie, culminates in her premature death.

The intensified representation of female adultery during the golden age of Bovarism in the second half of the nineteenth Century corresponds on the one hand to an explicit recognition of female sexuality and on the other to the necessary license to represent the male-centred fears surrounding the imminent sexual emancipation of women.
 Deception serves as the essential tool to construct and mask adulterous activities and likewise provides a narrative space in which tensions of patriarchal ideology can be rehearsed yet in which female sexuality is portrayed as a form of unacceptable deviance ultimately denied by the masculine discourse of sexual pleasure. In Eça’s text, it is blatant that Luísa’s desires and sexuality can only be condemned by the society at the time. It is by no means a celebration of marital deceit: as the narrative unfolds she constructs lie upon lie until her circumstances explode beyond her control and she in turn becomes the victim of her own deception. 

 Likewise in O crime do Padre Amaro, Amélia’s thwarted affair with Amaro is ultimately unravelled as her illicit sexuality is condemned, marked by the unwanted pregnancy, and therefore severely punished. Eça’s portrayal of an unforgiving society projects the message that female deceit can only hold strong to a certain point. What is of interest here is to note that the art of deception directed towards a closed-knit urban society becomes conjugated against the discourse proper of the confession, at the heart of outwardly manifested constructs of ecclesiastical domination and female submission. Though the confession is traditionally an act associated with discursive revelation, or extraction, of crime, sins, illnesses, desires or innermost secrets, in O crime it is the external theatrics surrounding the confession that dominate the narrative and evince the constructs of power that are engaged.
 As Bernstein notes, “the confession never occurs outside of particular relationships marked by privilege and dependence, authority and vulnerability”.
 Most interestingly to the topic at hand, it is through the symbolic act of the confession, theoretically the most truthful of discourses, that Amélia progressively becomes deeper and deeper embedded in a lie that will lead to her being ostracised from society and her death. In the narrative, similar to the ‘silence’ surrounding the act of the confession, though verbal lies are only a very minor element, Amélia’s ‘deceit’ is succinctly woven throughout. Amélia’s (illicit) desire for Amaro is repeatedly invoked in the novel, filtered both rhetorically and literally through the act of the confession: if, on the one hand, she envisions the position of the confessant in the confessional as the rightful means and privileged terrain for seduction, on the other it is by the fact that Amaro confesses (read “seduces” others) that she represents her betrayal. The art of deception that Amaro perfected through his affair with Amélia is seamlessly transposed in Amélia’s mind to other women of the parish, as she imagines him satisfying both his physical and sexual appetite “sossegado, comendo bem, confessando outras” meanwhile she has become impregnated “ventre condenado e enfartado do pecado”. The juxtaposition of the outcome of Amaro and Amélia’s affair replicates the Biblical notion of woman-as-Eve, responsible for sin and for the destructive powers of sexuality.
 As in O primo Basílio, the deception towards moral laws that is central to both plots leaves the male protagonists unharmed both socially and physically, whereas Luísa and Amélia are severely punished as the sole wrongdoers. Ironically, though O crime has predominantly—and rightly so—been considered an anti-clerical novel, among the ecclesiastic rituals depicted in the novel the confession is emblematic of the control exerted by the Catholic priests in and through a “clos(et)ed space of disclosure and concealment”.
 However, by the same token, it is within this “clos(et)ed space” that Eça constructs the links that will provoke Amélia’s downfall. Throughout the novel, the confessor represents “a probing force whose panoptic powers surpass the physical boundaries of a confessional booth”, extending to public and private realms, from a one-on-one personal level to political and domestic circles.
 By conveying the main character Amélia as a sexually marked woman within a gendered and sexualised discourse of desire and transgression, Amélia’s thwarted art of deception vis-à-vis an overpowering clerical dominion conveys the ideological constructions of gendered power and privilege, and discloses the material and psychological consequences of female subordination to priestly paternalistic rule. 


The consequences of a mutual ‘transgressive act’ are depicted solely as a woman’s transgression and epitomize gendered structures of sin, power and privilege. Purportedly commanded by Amélia’s geographical displacement to the rural confines of society, women’s sexuality is here viewed as threatening and anti-social. Furthermore, the physical and emotional transformations due to her pregnancy project a stark contrast to Amaro’s unchanged demeanour and indifferent continuation of former habits.
 As mentioned above, this gendered portrayal of punishment is not unique in Eça’s work as the outcome of O primo Basílio similarly projects: Luísa remains alone to bear the consequences of the affair whereas a seemingly unmoved Basílio goes merrily on his way back to Paris.
It is not surprising that such a paradoxical apparatus of power and liberation should find a substantial voice of resistance in the discourse of contemporary feminism. Hélène Cixous’s statements in “The Laugh of the Medusa” call into question the liberating/constraining dynamic of the confession and the ‘necessary’ subordination of the feminine. According to Cixous, the confession can be read as an instrumental site to transmit transgressive language relating to female sexuality and a means to dismantle patriarchal hegemony. Cixous’s provocative argument suggests that the confession is the ideal site to liberate female sexuality from phallocentric imprisonment: “let the priests tremble, we’re going to show them our sexts!”
 Notwithstanding, in Eça’s novel simply ‘speaking’ is not enough of a challenge to patriarchy or phallocentrism. On the contrary, Amélia’s confession will only momentarily constitute a deviation from the dominative forces of the urban priests who represent the dominant religious authority, and her initial art of deception backfires as she becomes the sole target of societal rejection. Nor is Amélia’s death sufficiently exemplary to put an end to Amaro’s abuse of the confessional mode. This is perfectly expressed in O Crime’s cynical all-encompassing punch line, a trademark of Eça’s closing paragraphs: “Já não as confesso senão casadas”  (1029). Referring explicitly to the act of the confession, this statement concludes Amaro’s search to adjust to the duplicity required by society and his function therein. Amaro’s art of deception goes unpunished as it inserts itself within a paradigm of social injustice dominated by privileges of gender and position. Eça’s articulation of the gender, knowledge and privilege inherent to the confessor/confessant dynamic portrays the confession as a site that fortifies traditional structures of power and equates domination with masculinity and submission with femininity. Deeply embedded in the rhetorical folds of the confession and duly emphasized throughout the novel is the hegemonic representation of gendered confessional relations. 

In general, the question of lying in Eça’s fiction can be viewed in light of the concept and practice of literature as an ‘applicable’ means to reform social customs of the time. As briefly illustrated in the above examples, lying and deceit are a means to understanding some of the main themes of Eça’s fictional universe. In these and other of Eça’s novels, that this study has only begun to examine, adultery, the ‘woman question’, education, religious devotion, the cult of relics, male-female relationships and cultural practices, developed in ethical and moral mise en scenes, are intrinsically linked to and governed by lying and deceit that determine the protagonists’ actions and essential plot developments.  
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