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The Dandy in the Pink Waistcoat: Charlotte Bront€e’s 
‘Journal of a Frenchman’

Deborah Wynne 

University of Chester, UK 

ABSTRACT 
This essay considers Charlotte Bront€e’s serialised ‘Journal of 
a Frenchman’ in her ‘Young Men’s Magazine’. It discusses the 
representation of Parisian life, showing how this missing fragment 
fits into the series and the wider context of Charlotte’s engagement 
with the French language and Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, the 
latter providing the inspiration for many aspects of the Frenchman’s 
account of his life.
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‘Journal of a Frenchman’ was originally written in the summer of 1830 in five 
separate parts, which Charlotte Bront€e included in the second series of the ‘Young 
Men’s Magazine’.1 Charlotte chose as ‘Editor’ of the ‘Journal’ a character she had 
originally created in 1826 called ‘Captain Tree’, a figure from the ‘Young Men’s Play’, 
the series of stories that she and her siblings jointly developed into the Angrian saga. 
Captain Tree was the principal novelist of Glass Town, the capital city of Angria, and 
Charlotte often used his voice in her early writings. Writing in the male voice was 
always a temptation for her, and here she clearly enjoys using her Frenchman’s voice 
in these diary extracts. Writing as a man continued to be an attractive prospect for 
Charlotte as a young author, and as an adult she employed a male first-person 
narrator in her early novel The Professor (1857), a work that was repeatedly rejected 
by publishers in her lifetime. In her juvenilia, however, Charlotte was free to adopt 
any voice she wished, and in the ‘Young Men’s Magazine’ she writes with gusto and 
panache in the voice of a young aristocratic French dandy. Reading the ‘Journal of a 
Frenchman’ conveys an impression of her fascination for the material riches of 
Parisian high society and the freedoms enjoyed by young men of wealth.

It is only now when the second instalment of ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ (or 
‘Frenchman’s Journal’, as it is referred to on the contents page) has been restored by 
the fortuitous purchase of the lost manuscript that we can read the complete work 
and piece together the fascinating story of the rise and fall of Charlotte’s young 
Baron Muchoir de Gauche, whose name translates as ‘awkward handkerchief’. 
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Charlotte’s humour is especially evident in her juvenilia, where she delights in 
depicting rowdy or pompous characters, their names often linking in a satirical way 
to their personalities. In ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ it is not made clear whether the 
entries are part of a fiction created by Captain Tree or are meant to be from a 
document that he has acquired and edited for publication. What we can discern, 
though, is Charlotte’s exuberance in writing this piece. As Juliet Barker states in her 
biography The Bront€es (1995), Charlotte’s writing throughout 1829 and 1830 displays 
her ‘sense of fun which leaps off the page mak[ing] it clear that the imaginary worlds 
were not simply a retreat from reality but a hugely enjoyable frolic’ (162). Indeed, the 
Baron’s wildly changing fortunes are energetically described in each instalment.

It is unusual to find Charlotte employing the diary format, for this was not a form 
she usually turned to either in her juvenilia or in her later writings. She may have 
chosen to write the diary entries of a Frenchman as a way of practising her French, a 
language she had recently begun to learn and was keen to master. She liberally 
sprinkles each journal entry with French phrases and comic French names. France and 
its Emperor Napoleon were of particular fascination to both Branwell and Charlotte 
and in ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ she explores many of the topics that later came to 
preoccupy her as a novelist. These include the dangers of Continental mores and the 
Catholic education system, which feature centrally in both The Professor (1857) and 
Villette (1853), as well as the immoral behaviour of those in French high society, which 
she went on to represent in Jane Eyre (1847) in her descriptions of Mr Rochester’s 
activities in France and his attitudes at home when he tries to persuade Jane to become 
his mistress. Charlotte also includes in ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ two of her own poems, 
thus affording herself an opportunity to interpolate different poetic genres into her 
prose: one is a lyric lamenting the death of a sister, wheareas the other is a drinking 
song written and performed by the (fictional) French poet Alexander Soult in a tavern. 
Now that we have access to all the instalments of the Frenchman’s journal we can 
discern its contours, which combine lively comedy with a serious moral message, for 
the Baron’s life of aristocratic excess leads him to gamble away his fortune, forcing him 
into a new, more satisfactory, life despite his poverty. The final journal entry shows 
him working as a tavern-keeper, where he proclaims that running a tavern is more 
enjoyable than his previous life because of the congenial company, an improvement on 
the luxury and idleness he indulged in as a member of Parisian high society.

The full story of the Baron’s adventures is worth outlining in full now that the 
newly discovered second instalment can be placed in context with the other four 
entries. The first instalment recounts the young Frenchman’s dreary and abstemious 
life as a pupil in a Catholic school in Monserrat in Spain, which to his relief comes 
to an end on the death of his miserly father. He cynically responds to his father’s 
death with the complaint that he ‘shall be obliged to pretend sorrow for the loss … I 
did not shed a tear over the good news of his death’ (Alexander 1987, 221). He loses 
no time in moving to Paris in order to enjoy his fortune, where he can take part in 
‘balls, routs, concerts in the afternoon; and theatre—that charming, that entrancing 
place—in the evening’ (221). In the carriage transporting him to Paris he meets a 
melancholy French boy of fifteen who is travelling from England, where his royalist 
father had previously taken refuge during the French Revolution. However the boy, 
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secretly ‘captivated by Napoleon’s glory’ and having ‘the greatest contempt for the 
House of Bourbon’ (222), leaves his English home to return to France to join 
Napoleon’s army. In Paris he encounters in the street a military man (Figure 1)  with 
‘the noblest countenance that the sun ever looked upon’ (222). Presuming this must 
be Bonaparte, he offers his services, only to find that the man is actually the Duke of 
Wellington (222). When the boy meets the young Baron, he is downcast by his 
mistake and plans to leave France.

The second instalment of ‘Journal of a Frenchman’, printed for the first time here, 
shows the Baron (who is also a great admirer of Napoleon) promising to provide for his 
desolate young travelling companion by finding him ‘a situation where he could 
comfortably provide for himself’ (Bront€e 1830, 14).2 This meeting, however, seems 
merely a device for placing the action in its historical context (set during the 
Napoleonic Wars) and exposing the political affinities of the Baron as a supporter of 
Bonaparte. Once the boy is dispatched from the story, the Baron focuses on the details 
of the ‘intoxicating pleasure’ he experiences in Parisian high society (15). The lavish 
foodstuffs he consumes are listed, including stereotypical notions of French cuisine, 
such as snail soup and frogs’ legs, along with a dessert of ‘rich cakes’ and ‘fruit 
confections’ (16). The Baron also describes his luxurious clothes and the ‘splendid 
chariot & six’ (15), that conveys him in style to the Tuileries Palace, where he is 

Figure 1. ‘Young military man’ by Charlotte Bront€e, c. 1833–1834. Copyright The Bront€e Society.
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welcomed with a magnificent dinner held in his honour, and a ‘profusion of plate 
glittered on all sides’ (15). Although the Baron would prefer to join the ladies for coffee 
after dinner, he is forced to remain at the table with the men, drinking to excess and 
talking of politics. All are supporters of the House of Bourbon and the Baron, as an 
admirer of Napoleon, feels uncomfortable in a company where ‘Bonaparte was almost 
universally detested’ (16). In a comic scene, the drunken Baron speaks and behaves 
unwisely. The journal entry continues with that night’s bad dream, following his 
indulgence in wine, in which he is ‘haunted by visions of the old monks of Monserrat’ 
and is confined in a dismal cell where he lies ‘all night in a coffin while the ghost of my 
father … hovered around me’ (17). This offers Charlotte an opportunity to incorporate 
the Gothic features that she and her young siblings delighted in. The next day the Baron 
prepares for a ball, outlining his ablutions in detail—washing in ‘rose-water with 
transparent soap’ and adding ‘a little rougi [sic]’ to his cheeks (17). Dressed as a dandy in 
a pink waistcoat and black silk hat and heavily perfumed, he arrives in the brilliantly lit 
ballroom, where he overhears people describing him as ‘graceful & handsome’ (18). 
Basking in this rapturous reception, he finds ‘vent in a flood of tears’, before dancing with 
a woman called ‘Grissette’ (the French word for a working-class woman) until dawn (18).

The third instalment of the Frenchman’s journal relates to the Baron’s visit to a 
Parisian theatre to watch a tragic play, complete with nuns and ghosts and graveyard 

Figure 2. ‘Portrait of A French Brunette’ by Charlotte Bront€e, 14 May 1833. Copyright The Bront€e 
Society.
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scenes. It includes a poem recited on stage that closely resembles an earlier poem 
that Charlotte had written in 1829 called ‘The Churchyard A Poem’, which focuses 
on a mourner regretting the death of a sister. The emotional young Frenchman joins 
in the ‘sobs and weeping’ of the audience (Alexander 1987, 253). The final 
instalments of ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ describe the Baron following his visit to a 
luxurious gambling house where he loses his whole fortune to a devious swindler, his 
life as a rich man having lasted only for five months. Nevertheless, in his new life as 
a tavern-keeper he reflects that he is happier with the ‘jewels’ that remain to him, 
namely ‘contentment, my title, my high birth and my cheerful disposition’ (276). He 
now willingly dismisses aristocratic society in favour of the cheerful company of his 
customers and drinking companions. In the final section of the diary, the luxurious 
food he described previously is replaced by basic fare, as he consumes only ‘an onion 
and a dry crust’ for breakfast (276). The Frenchman recounts the arrival at the tavern 
of a mysterious stranger who turns out to be one of Branwell’s favourite Angrian 
characters, the French poet Alexander Soult who, inspired by the tavern’s lively 
company, writes a drinking song (which is written by Charlotte and printed in full in 
this final instalment). Soult falls seriously ill, but by chance Arthur, the Marquis of 
Douro—the eldest son of the Duke of Wellington and later to become Charlotte’s 
central hero, Zamorna—arrives at the tavern and recognises the apparently dying 
Soult as France’s foremost poet. Arthur, disgusted at the way the French people 
neglect poetic genius, rescues him, restores him back to health and instals him in 
Waterloo Palace in Glass Town, where the two become intimate friends. This final 
entry of ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ ends with the Baron explaining that he must now 
abandon his journal because writing is ‘not consistent with the life of a tavern 
master’ (279). As a coda, the Editor (namely Captain Tree) intervenes to explain that 
the extracts from the Baron’s journal offer an accurate account of the beginning of 
the close friendship of these major Angrian figures, namely the Marquis of Douro 
and the poet Soult (280).

The setting of this final instalment of ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ in a tavern is 
undoubtedly inspired by a series that appeared regularly in Blackwood’s Edinburgh 
Magazine called the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’, which recorded the activities at a fictional 
inn called Ambrose’s Tavern, where an assortment of writers, poets and artists meet to 
converse and drink. Charlotte’s ‘Young Men’s Magazine’ is closely modelled on 
Blackwood’s format in its style and content. Now that readers are able to experience the 
complete entries of ‘Journal of a Frenchman’, we have additional evidence of the 
fourteen-year-old Charlotte’s fascination with the masculine banter and scenes of 
convivial drinking that she read about in the accounts of the nocturnal activities in 
Ambrose’s Tavern. Indeed, as we will see, there are other topics she explored in 
‘Journal of a Frenchman’ that also had their source in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine.

Blackwood’s was a Tory periodical that according to Christine Alexander, ‘was the 
most powerful influence’ on the siblings’ development as writers, ‘provid[ing] a 
model’ for their juvenile productions (1994, 58). Given this love of the periodical, 
and the Bront€e children’s desire to produce their own magazine modelled on it, it is 
interesting to examine the stories, articles, reviews and poems that were published in 
Blackwood’s in the late 1820s, the time when the impressionable Bront€e children were 
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avidly reading each issue. For example, a key source of inspiration for Charlotte’s 
‘Journal of a Frenchman’ may have been a comic feature that appeared in the March 
1829 issue of Blackwood’s called ‘Cuttings’. This purported to be a letter to the editor 
from a Frenchman who calls himself ‘Louis de Cheminant’ (BEM vol. 25).3 This 
feature was actually written by J.F. Dalton, according to the Wellesley Index of 
Victorian Periodicals, although his name does not appear in the published article, and 
it is possible that Charlotte may have believed that a Frenchman really did send this 
letter to Blackwood’s editor. ‘Cheminant’, like Charlotte’s Baron, presents his account 
in broken English liberally sprinkled with French phrases. He is staying with a 
wealthy English family and like Baron Muchoir de Gauche, ‘Cheminet’ is a dandy 
who prefers the company of ladies to that of men who, like their French 
counterparts, insist on talking politics; this prompts Cheminet to retreat from their 
company after dinner to join the ladies in the drawing-room, where he finds their 
company ‘very pleasant … much better than politics’ (BEM vol. 25, 292). 
Blackwood’s draws on similar stereotypical ideas of the French, specifically the notion 
that Frenchmen are effete and prefer women’s company to engaging in the heavy 
drinking and violent argument supposed to be popular with men, just as Charlotte’s 
own French Baron longs to drink after-dinner coffee with ladies rather than remain 
with the belligerent male supporters of the House of Bourbon. Once the Baron loses 
his fortune, however, his role as a tavern-keeper leads him to develop a more 
conventional masculine persona, for he drinks and converses with his male 
customers, who resemble the witty drinking companions in Ambrose’s Tavern that 
Charlotte read about in Blackwood’s.

We can also look to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine for further clues to the 
content and form of Charlotte’s ‘Journal of a Frenchman’, for the magazine regularly 
reflected on the Napoleonic Wars in its discussions of the history of a conflict that 

Figure 3. ‘The cotillion dance’ by John Collett (artist) and James Caldwell (engraver), 1771. Jerome 
Robbins Dance Division, The New York Public Library. New York Public Library Digital Collections.
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had ended just over a decade earlier. For example, in August 1827 there appeared a 
substantial piece on ‘Napoleon Buonaparte’ by George Croley that offered a 
biographical analysis of the French military leader whose hands, Croley states, were 
‘washed in the blood of the Bourbons’ (BEM, vol. 25, 200). This article portrays both 
the French and Catholicism negatively, with French society presented as particularly 
corrupt: ‘Opulence produced vice. There was no vigour in the national religion to 
purify the people … . The natural corruptions of the French character had been 
deepened and envenomed by the riot of Revolution’ (BEM, vol. 25, 192, 200). The 
same issue of Blackwood’s features an article on the Duke of Wellington by G. R. 
Gleig (BEM, vol. 25, 222–37), which praises his character and military prowess. The 
well-known antagonism between the British and French, embodied in the figureheads 
of Wellington and Napoleon, fuelled the Bront€e children’s creative imagination, 
instilling in them the idea of a deeply ingrained incompatibility between the two 
nations. This idea was complicated in the case of Charlotte, whose fascination with 
France and enthusiasm for learning the French language co-existed with a fervent 
British patriotism centred on her hero, the Duke of Wellington, the victor in the war 
between the two nations.

In a later issue of Blackwood’s in August 1829 (BEM vol. 26), Charlotte was likely 
to have read a substantial review of recent French literature by William Johnstone. 
The review focused on a book called The French Librarian, which offered an 
introduction to French literature. At this time Charlotte’s desire to become proficient 
in French (see Figure 4) prompted her to undertake a translation of a major work of 
French literature and The French Librarian emphasises the importance of the 

Figure 4. The Bront€es’ French grammar book. Held at the Bront€e Parsonage Museum. Copyright 
The Bront€e Society.
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eighteenth-century author Voltaire. This review probably inspired the fourteen-year- 
old Charlotte to buy her own copy of Voltaire’s La Henriade (1723), which she did in 
May 1830. This is an epic poem based on French history, the first book of which she 
began to translate into English on 11 August 1830 (see Alexander 1994, 66–67; 
Barker 1995, 167). The poem presents Voltaire’s belief in the importance of religious 
tolerance and supports the concept of a constitutional monarchy. The poem honours 
the life of Henri IV of France, who ended the French Wars of Religion, a civil war 
between Protestants and Catholics that raged for thirty-six years during the sixteenth 
century. Henri IV created a culture of tolerance in the House of Bourbon, in 
particular condemning the French Catholic persecution of Protestants. Voltaire’s 
championing of Henri IV would have certainly appealed to Charlotte, an ardent 
Protestant. This discussion in Blackwood’s of Voltaire’s epic poem may have 
prompted her to set about translating it from the French, an ambitious task for a 
fourteen year old to undertake. Voltaire’s poem counterbalanced the British idea of 
French frivolity, and the seriousness of his epic may have impressed the adolescent 
Charlotte, imbued as she was with the values of middle-class Protestantism that her 
clergyman father represented.

‘Journal of a Frenchman’ certainly plays with the stereotype of Frenchmen as 
frivolous dandies that characterise the fictional letter published in Blackwood’s 
purportedly by ‘Louis de Cheminet’. However, Charlotte’s ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ 
also explores the possibility of friendship between the French and the British. In the 
final instalment, the Duke of Wellington’s eldest son nurses the French poet Soult 
back to health and instals him in his Glass Town palace. That it is poetry which 
brings the two men together may owe something to the fact that Charlotte was 
simultaneously engaged in translating the work of Voltaire into English and writing 
her Frenchman’s diary entries. While this diary often employs a frivolous and comic 
tone, Charlotte also incorporates some serious comments relating to the importance 
of tolerance and the power of art to bring together people from different nations.

Notes

1. For clarity, minor alterations have been made to the punctuation and capitalisation of the 
series and instalment titles.

2. All in-text quotations from ‘Journal of a Frenchman’ cite the page numbers of the original 
manuscript (BS 11.5).

3. All quotations from Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine will be referenced as BEM followed 
by the volume and page numbers.
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