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“Skinny Love” in Flaubert‘s Madame Bovary
BY TERRENCE O’KANE

Recently I was exposed to Justin Vernon’s song “Skinny Love” and it had 
me thinking about Madame Bovary (1856) by Gustave Flaubert. In the song, the 
vocalist sings of a failing relationship between a couple in which the foundation 
is crumpling. The two people involved are in the relationship because one needs 
the support. But because there are not mutual feelings of love, it slowly feeds off 
of nothing, which makes it “skinny.” The part of the song that stood out to me 
occurs in the chorus when the vocalist sings:

And I told you to be patient,
And I told you to be fine,
And I told you to be balanced,
And I told you to be kind,
And in the morning I’ll be with you,
But it will be a different kind,
‘Cause I’ll be holding all the tickets,
And you’ll be owning all the fines. (Vernon)

This part of the song reminds me of the ending of Emma and Charles’s 
“skinny” relationship in the novel. Vernon makes it sounds as if the speaker of 
this song leaves by the end, whether through physically removing him or herself, 
or with a darker interpretation, committing suicide. My initial interpretation of 
this song led me to believe that the unhappy person in the relationship leaves 
through suicide, and that is where I made the connection between the text and 
the song. Emma Bovary in the end leaves poor Charles with all the debt that 
she had accumulated. Like the speaker, Emma professes all of these warnings 
of unhappiness, but Charles never changes anything to work with her. The two 
are not a good match, and because of their refusal to act on this, the two die 
miserably. In this paper, I would like to discuss the reversal of gender roles that 
the two exhibit in the relationship and indicate instances where each character 
shows a cry for help which the other neglects. 

First, I would like to present my interpretation of Charles Bovary; the timid 
oddball that needs someone in his life to be his backbone. Much of a person’s 
personality is created when they are young, and Flaubert introduces the reader 
to the young Charles Bovary for this reason. During the first chapter of the text, 
the reader meets Charles, the outcast from his class. Much can be said about 
Charles’s initial introduction. For instance Flaubert writes:

The “new fellow,” standing in the corner behind the door so that he 
could hardly be seen, was a country lad of about fifteen, and taller 
than any of us. His hair was cut square on his forehead like a village 
chorister’s; he looked reliable, but very ill at ease. Although he was not 
broad-shouldered, his short school jacket of green cloth with black 
buttons must have been tight about the armholes, and showed at the 
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opening of the cuffs red wrists accustomed to being bare. His legs, in 
blue stockings, looked out from beneath yellow trousers, drawn tight 
by braces; He wore stout, ill-cleaned, hob-nailed boots. (Flaubert 7). 

The narrator identifies Charles as the “new fellow,” out casting him and 
labelling him as different from the rest of the classroom. This in-depth description 
of Charles reveals more than just his physicality. Firstly, he stands “behind the 
door,” which shows that he is awkward and shy. He does not make it a point to 
enter the classroom so that everyone could see him, but the fact that he hides 
behind the door tells the reader that he is quite uncomfortable with himself. If 
Charles feels that he needs to hide, he must be suffering from other discomforts 
as well. Facts that the narrator shares that distinguishes him from the rest are his 
height, the fact that he is from the countryside, and his unique “square” haircut. 

After stating Charles’s obvious discomfort, Flaubert goes on to describe the 
character’s clothing.Personally, I do not believe that Flaubert spends this much 
time writing about Charles’s clothes to plainly tell the audience that he is dressed 
funny. His clothing is described as “tight,” several times in the passage. He is 
fitted with cuffs, stockings, braces and boots. All of these types of clothing are 
heavy and restrictive. Boots for instance are normally heavy compared to other 
forms of footwear, and the fact that they are “hob-nailed boots” only affirms it. 
The tightness of this clothing, which was possibly prepared for him by Madame 
Bovary Senior, reveals the strict life-style that Charles is used to. He is used to 
rules, restriction, and being told what to do. Madame Bovary Senior’s choice of 
clothing for Charles reminds him that she still has control even when he is not 
at home. All he has to do is lift his foot and notice the heavy boot weighing him 
down like an anchor. Charles is trapped. 

Charles’s behavior once he gets away from home only reassures the reader 
that Madame Bovary Senior has control, because Charles reacts similarly to 
the way college students who go away to school from strict parents do. These 
students get freedom for the first time in their lives and run with it. In turn they 
often do poorly in school which Charles can relate to as well. Flaubert writes:

He failed completely in his examination for an ordinary degree. He was 
expected home the same night to celebrate his success. He started 
on foot, stopped at the beginning of the village, sent for his mother, 
and told her all. She excused him, threw the blame of his failure on 
the injustice of the examiners, encouraged him a little, and took upon 
herself to set matters straight. It was only five years later that Monsieur 
Bovary knew the truth; it was old then, and he accepted it. Moreover, 
he could not believe that a man born of him could be a fool. (Flaubert 14). 

From this passage, the reader can see much of Charles nature and 
understand the reason why he acts so irresponsibly in the rest of the novel. 
Charles fails his exam because he does not focus on what is important. Instead, 
he focuses on what makes him happy, such as partying, games, and affairs. This 
type of behavior pushes him away from any sort of positive productivity. When 
returning home to relay the news to his mother, he is unable to see the errors 
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in his ways. Honestly, he cannot even make the walk home without his mother 
coming to get him. Then again, why would he do anything by himself when his 
mother will take control as soon as he is within her clutches once again? She 
shifts the blame from Charles and tries to fix the problem through deceit. This 
shows that Charles does not have to take responsibility for his failures. Instead, 
his mother will take care of it and makes everything better. How is he supposed 
to learn? Even at this point, when Charles is very much an adult, his mother is 
fixing his mistakes. What’s more is that they are lying to Charles’s father who 
disowns Charles as soon as he finds out the lie. He refers to Charles as a “fool,” 
which shows that he does not have much of a relationship with his father. Why 
would he need a relationship with his father when his mother basically runs his 
life? Does he truly need anyone else? 

Madame Bovary Senior picks out Charles’s first wife. The description of this 
widow is ghastly, and one cannot imagine being stuck with such a miserable 
being. Oddly enough, this may have been the type of woman that Charles needed 
in his life to be successful. Mother does know best after all. Flaubert gives this 
description of the widow: 

But his wife was master; he had to say this and not say that in company, 
to fast every Friday, dress as she liked, harass at her bidding those 
patients who did not pay. She opened his letters, watched his coming 
and goings, and listened at the partition-wall when women came to 
consult him in his surgery. (Flaubert 14)

The relationship the two shared could have shaped into a successful life 
for Charles if the poor woman did not die so early on. Notice how the passage 
starts. Flaubert refers to Charles’s wife as “master.” Instantly, the control of the 
household is shifted from Charles to the widow. In this way Charles is playing the 
feminine role, as during this era it was uncommon for the wife to be the head of 
the household (openly anyway). The widow had the ultimate say on everything, 
down to the way that Charles dressed. She handled their finances. Once again, 
this was a male duty that was being performed by the wife. Charles would have let 
patients be treated without paying. He is that kind of guy; a push-over. Without 
the widow he would not have been able to afford his practice. Because of her 
nagging, he gets the money that he has rightfully earned. This is because of her 
backbone, not his. Finally, the best part of this passage is that the widow listens 
in when Charles is with female patients. She genuinely cares for t him. Emma 
would not worry in the slightest if Charles was with a female patient because she 
knew that she was his everything. Oddly enough, the widow’s concern is more 
admirable because it shows that she truly had feelings for Charles. 

Unfortunately, because the widow dies, Charles does not really grow more 
as a character. He marries Emma and stays the same. If Charles were with the 
widow, she would have forced him to grow. Even if he did not grow more of a 
personality he would have been more successful with someone that generally 
cared about him. Instead, he ends up with Emma, and although he loves her 
dearly she does not push him the way that he needs to be pushed. The way that 
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Madame Bovary Senior and the Widow took Charles and led him by the hand 
through life with a close watch and tightly fitting clothing, Emma does not carry 
on the responsibility. This is because Emma is looking to fulfill a romantic fantasy 
of her own. 

One should notice how other characters react to the marriage as well. For 
instance, Madame Bovary Senior knows that this match is not a fit one. During 
the wedding Flaubert writes, “Madame Bovary senior had not opened her 
mouth all day. She had been consulted neither as to the dress of her daughter-
in-law nor as to the arrangement of the fast; she went to bed early” (Flaubert 
31). As Madame Bovary has no control over the situation, she removes herself 
from the ceremony. With marriage, the mother passes the responsibility and the 
care of her son onto his wife. The audience can tell that Madame Bovary senior 
is not okay with this settlement. She did not force her opinion on any of the 
trivial matters of the wedding such as the dress or the food. If Madame Bovary 
senior approved of the setup, she would have forced her version of the wedding 
upon her daughter-in-law. She does not seem to care and decides to go to bed 
early. Whether this is her way of making a statement or giving up, she makes her 
disapproval known. 

Emma does not care about the statement her mother-in-law is making 
because her fantasy of getting married is finally coming true. Early on Emma 
learns that marriage is not as romantic as the image she created in her head 
led her to believe. Flaubert gives the reader a bit of humor when he writes, “It 
was [Charles] who might rather have been taken for the virgin of the evening 
before, whilst the bride gave no sign that revealed anything” (Flaubert 31). 
This could mean several things. Bluntly, Charles probably was not that good in 
bed. Throughout the ceremony, he was excited and thought everything was 
wonderful. Emma was bored. Emma was not swept off her feet like she thought 
she would be. She was dissatisfied, but Charles was giddy. In the case of the 
wedding, normally the bride is more excited for the ceremony. The wedding is 
supposed to be her day to look beautiful in front of everyone she loves. Emma 
does not give off this impression. In fact, she does not give off much of anything. 
Flaubert writes that “the bride gave no sign that revealed anything,” which does 
not make sense for a woman on her wedding day. Normally, the groom would be 
more reserved. It is in this way that the two switch roles. Emma appears more 
masculine and conceals her feelings, while Charles appears not-so-masculine and 
shows everyone how excited he is. 

Emma’s dissatisfaction for her life is revealed further in the next chapter 
when she disapproves of the house she now lives in. Flaubert comments on 
how, “The first days she occupied herself in thinking about changes in the 
house” (Flaubert 34). Emma does not even make big changes. She picks out new 
wallpaper and changes candlesticks, but nothing too drastic. She is already bored 
with the outcome of her new life. At the end of the chapter Flaubert writes:
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Before marriage she thought herself in love; but the happiness that 
should have followed this love not having come, she must she thought, 
have been mistaken. And Emma tried to find out what one meant 
exactly in life by the words felicity, passion, rapture, that had seemed to 
her so beautiful in books. (Flaubert 35) 

This is where Emma makes her first mistake. She is under the impression 
that life is like a storybook. Emma does not fall in love with Charles; she falls in 
love with the idea of falling in love. She wants to be swept up off her feet, and 
Charles is in no way this kind of guy. Emma is finally realizing this. She made a 
mistake. The words that follow—“felicity,” “passion,” and “rapture”—are what 
Emma longs for, and since Charles cannot provide any of these feelings for her, 
she searches for it elsewhere. 

Flaubert shows the audience that Emma had always been bored with life. 
She was always looking for a story to make her situation more interesting. 
Like he did for Charles, Flaubert gives a description of Emma when she was 
younger. Her father had placed her in a convent at the age of thirteen, which 
must have been a difficult change of environment for her (36). This is the age 
when the most transformation occurs for a young woman, and to be placed in 
an unfamiliar setting to undergo these years of growth must have been isolating. 
Oddly enough, Emma seemed to enjoy the placement, but not for the “right” 
reasons of course. Flaubert describes how, “[i]nstead of attending to mass, she 
looked at the pious vignettes with their azure borders in her book, and she loved 
the sick lamb, the sacred heart pierced with sharp arrows, or the poor Jesus 
sinking beneath the cross he carries” (36). Emma was not there to worship as 
the nuns were, but instead to observe the artwork and the holy items that were 
placed around the convent. The darker ornaments were the ones that caught her 
attention. For instance, her admiration of the description of Jesus carrying the 
cross shows that she admired sacrifice and martyrdom. Her interest in for the 
“sick lamb” and the “pierced heart” show that Emma took pleasure in sacrifice 
and the drama that comes with it. This early captivation reveals Emma’s decision 
later to poison her-self. Her captivation with violence is not the only thing that is 
disturbing. When Emma was at the convent, Flaubert writes:

When she went to confession, she invented little sins in order that she 
might stay there longer, kneeling in the shadow, her hands joined, 
her face against the grating, beneath the whispering of the priest. 
The comparisons of betrothed, husband, celestial lover and eternal 
marriage, that recur in sermons, stirred within her soul depths of 
unexpected sweetness. (36-37)

Emma invented stories to tell the priest. Therefore, while she was 
confessing her sins and creating these tales, she was committing another sin 
by lying. Not only was she lying, but she was lying to a priest. Emma wanted the 
priest’s attention longer, but she wanted to stay in the convent as well. While she 
was in the convent, she was free to dream. She was free to make up the stories 
that suited her without being trapped by everyday practices that the world had 
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enforced on her. While in the convent she could choose to go to mass and listen 
to the sermons. Outside she had to face reality, which the reader finds out later 
that Emma does not enjoy in the slightest. Her marriage to Charles is a wake-up 
call like no other. Once marriage became real, she found that it was truly quite 
boring. Like life outside the convent, she was not able to control her future the 
way she wanted to. 

The situation in which Emma feels trapped with Charles has her depressed 
on and off throughout the novel. With the relationship, Emma takes on the more 
“masculine” role because she is paired up with Charles who does not pursue 
much. Emma is not tough like the widow or Madame Bovary Senior. Instead 
of acting on Charles by barking orders, she takes matters into her own hands 
and searches for happiness. When the character Leon is introduced to Emma, 
the two characters share a connection that Emma misses out on with Charles. 
Leon has a more colorful background of knowledge that he wishes to share with 
Emma. One example of one of Emma’s more masculine traits occurs after their 
initial introduction. Flaubert writes:

One day Emma was suddenly seized with the desire to see her little 
girl, who had been put to nurse with the carpenter’s wife, and without 
looking at the almanac to see whether the six weeks of the Virgin were 
yet passed, she set out for the Rollets’ house, situated at the extreme 
end of the village, between the highroad and the fields. (Flaubert 88)

This is a masculine decision because Emma is taking charge and doing what 
she wants. It is kind of reckless in the way she just takes off, but in the previous 
paragraphs Flaubert describes how the last several days had been extremely 
quiet with Charles silently meandering around the house and office. Emma 
seems to be hit with some type of ambition that leads her to make reckless 
decisions. She does not consult Charles on the subject of seeing her daughter, 
but just takes off because it is what she wants to do. If Charles wanted to see 
his daughter, he would probably consult the almanac, and notice that it was not 
a good time to go forth for the outing, but Emma behaves more actively and 
takes off. It is this type of attitude that Charles lacks, which lack Emma finds 
disgustingly boring. There is no adventure in her life and decisions like these are 
what make it a bit more exciting. 

Emma continues to show this new attitude more throughout this chapter 
when she encounters Leon at the nurse’s. She seems perplexed by Leon’s ability 
to act as he pleases without reserving himself as Charles does. Flaubert writes, 
“Once rid of the nurse, Emma again took Monsieur Leon’s arm. She walked fast 
for some time, then more slowly, and looking straight in front of her” (91). In 
this quotation, Flaubert is showing how Emma is not afraid to take control. Leon 
does not take Emma’s hand. Emma clearly takes a hold of Leon’s hand, making 
her the more dominant partner in the relationship. Emma asserts herself, and 
not only that, but she is confident as the two walk away. Flaubert describes how 
she controls the speed of their walk, first wishing to go faster, possibly to get 
far away from nurse’s, but slows down her pace as soon as she is comfortable. 
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This control that Emma has over the situation shows that Emma is used to taking 
the control. Leon may not be used to this, but because Emma spends so much 
time with Charles she may forget that she does not have to be the masculine 
counterpart. 

The reader sees Emma’s longing for passion with Rodolphe as well. It seems 
as if she likes the drama of the romance more than the actual relationship. The 
reader witnesses the lengths Emma goes through to meet with Rodolphe. The 
acts of her sneaking around are more moving for her than just meeting with 
Rodolphe. The sneaking around is just like as if she were in one of the novels she 
has read. Flaubert writes:

One morning, when Charles had gone out before daybreak, she was 
seized with the fancy to see Rodolphe at once. She would go quickly 
to La Huchette, stay there an hour, and be back again at Yonville while 
everyone was still asleep. This idea made her pant with desire, and she 
soon found herself in the middle of the field, walking with rapid steps, 
without looking behind her. (Flaubert 152)

In this passage the reader witnesses how Emma is physically affected by 
sneaking around. Flaubert writes how Emma would leave and come back while 
everyone was still sleeping. Therefore, she must have had to leave exceptionally 
early. What is more is that she would only stay with Rodolphe for an hour. She 
does it for the dramatics. Just seeing him for an hour will make it all worth it in 
Emma’s mind. Once again, Flaubert is revealing how Emma is taking control of 
her story. It is more dramatic to keep her antagonist still around. This adds to her 
desperation. As she crosses the fields in the early mornings, she becomes excited 
because now she is acting like one of the heroines in the novels she reads. This 
sacrifice that she is making, feeds her desire for passion. This is where she finds 
her passion. Just like in the images she would analyze in the convent, sacrifice is 
a key element. Whether it is the sacrifice of her marriage to see Rodolphe, or the 
sacrifice of her happiness to continue to be married to Charles, this is where she 
gets her fill. Life becomes less boring in this way. 

As the novel progresses, the reader witnesses more of the control that 
Emma has developed over Charles. This is not the same type of control that 
Madame Bovary Senior, or the widow had. That type of control had a more 
nurturing feel to it, to say the least. Emma does not care about Charles’s feelings. 
The way she takes control of his money, lies to him, creates a guilt within him 
for constantly worrying about her like he should, and refuses to acknowledge 
him as her husband puts a more ugly twist on her character. Unlike the other 
women in Charles’s life, Emma does not have the best interest for Charles. 
Instead, she is selfish and deceitful. Because Charles loves Emma so much, he 
just takes it. As long as she is in his life, he is content with everything. As Emma’s 
life continues to spiral out of control, Charles is the only consistent person who 
is there for her, but Emma is unable to see that. In the end, when she lies on 
her deathbed, Charles does take control when he demands information from 
her. It is very moving when he states, “Weren’t you happy? It is my fault? I did 
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all I could!” (Flaubert 293). This is one of the only times in the relationship that 
Charles needs to be the one in control. He is trying to take care of her and reveals 
how desperate he truly is. Unfortunately, Charles probably did all he thought he 
could, this just was not a good match. The two clearly needed someone to fill the 
more masculine role, and with Charles being a push-over and Emma being lost in 
her romantic novel, this relationship had no foundation. 

Writer William Vanderwolk discussed in his article, “Writing the Masculine: 
Gender and Creativity in Madame Bovary,” how Flaubert created Emma as a more 
androgynous character rather than a masculine one. Vanderwolk discusses how 
Flaubert was a misogynist, and this showed in both letters of correspondence 
and in his work. Vanderwolk writes:

Ironically, the most powerful character to emerge from this 
fundamentally masculine enterprise was a female, Emma Bovary. 
In creating his heroine, Flaubert was forced to examine how a male 
creates a female character and how much transference took place 
between himself and Emma. (1)

This says much about some of Emma’s more masculine traits like her need 
for control and her sexual pursuits. Emma Bovary was written by a male author 
who at times neglected some of the sensibilities that females often have. The 
character has a knack for diving right into situations without any thought. 
She is driven by her urges, such as when she jumped into the carriage for her 
rendezvous with Leon in chapter one of part three. She did not consider how 
this would affect anyone else, but wanted to feed her craving for passion. Emma 
also does not have maternal instincts for her daughter, pushing her in chapter 
six of part two and leaving her to the world without a mother. This creates a 
more masculine image of Emma. Vanderwolk also writes, “Emma, whose lack 
of gender definition has been noted, finds her downfall in her inability to leave 
fiction” (2). From this excerpt one can see how Vanderwolk agrees that Emma is 
too consumed in novels to fix her life. With Emma acting as a masculine persona 
in a female body, she is unable to fulfill her desire of being one of the heroines 
that she reads of in her romance novels. This lack of identity is a continuous 
struggle for her and eventually leads to her own downfall in the end. 

Charles and Emma’s relationship never stood a chance from the start. 
Neither character proved to be as committed to the other as they should have 
been. Charles could have put his foot down and demanded that Emma be honest 
with him, but even then he would have been unable to let her go. He also could 
not take care of himself and needed a strong willed female in his life that would 
love him unconditionally. Emma was unable to escape her longing for a life of 
passion and realize that life is not a storybook. It is interesting that when Emma 
runs to Rodolphe for help, he is crushed when he realizes how empty Emma truly 
is. Flaubert writes that Rodolphe became “very pale” while Emma lashes out 
and announces, “I ought to have spared myself this last shame!” (Flaubert 287). 
Rodolphe is able to realize how empty Emma is even before Charles realizes it. Her 
feelings are made up, just as her identity is. Unable to cope with any of this Emma 
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takes her own life and leaves Charles and Berthe to suffer. The relationship has 
no foundation, and with neither having the ability to be the more masculine one 
(Charles, because of his personality; and Emma, because of her lack of identity), 
it all ends in tragedy. Once again this is where Flaubert shows how weak this 
relationship is, just as weak as the “Skinny Love” that Justin Vernon had written 
about. As the two faced their inner struggles they had no one to lean on and in 
the end it destroyed them. 
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