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Anatole France

“The Crainquebille Affair” – a Summary
Anatole France, a French author who won the Nobel Prize for literature, was born in 1844 and died in 1924. One of his works bears the title "L'Affaire Crainquebille" (The Crainquebille Affaire). Besides telling a story, it is filled with satire and offers an amusing picture of legal practices in his day.
Anatole France plunges in medias res. Jerôme Crainquebille, an ambulatory salesman, is on trial. He sits on an elevated seat, overawed by the scene: Before him is the imposing presence of Bourriche, the magistrate who will judge him. It seems as if the full weight of both civil and ecclesiastical law threatens the miserable defendant, since a bust symbolic of the French Republic and a crucifix adorns the judgment hall.
In an amusing fashion, Anatole France points out that Crainquebille might have objected that the laws of the republic and the canon law of the church did not agree with one another. However, Crainquebille was too astonished to speak.
His trouble had begun at noon on October 20. He sold some leeks to Madame Bayard. She took the leeks and ran into her store to get the money. However, instead of returning immediately, she was distracted by one of her customers.
Since his vegetable cart was blocking the street, a policeman told him to move forward. Crainquebille explained that he was waiting for his money. An argument ensued.
Eventually a misunderstanding occurred. The policemen wrongly thought that Crainquebille had insulted him with the words: "Mort aux vaches."
This phrase literally means: "Death to the cows." In our day, a disorderly person would most likely use the word "pigs" instead of "cows." Crainquebille had not spoken these words, and an elderly gentleman assured the policeman that he was mistaken. Nevertheless, Crainquebille was arrested anyway. His vegetable cart was towed away.
Madame Bayard finally came out of the store with Crainquebille's money; but when she saw that the vendor was being arrested, she thought that she did not have to pay him.
Doctor David Matthieu, the elderly witness, approached the commissioner, identified himself as a witness, and averred that Crainquebille was innocent. The commissioner said that in former days his testimony would have been sufficient to dismiss the charge, but now learned men were suspect.
Monsieur Lemerle, Crainquebille's lawyer, visited him before the trial. After some discussion, the lawyer advised Crainquebille to confess. He would have done so, but he did not know what to confess.
At the trial, when Bourriche interrogated Crainquebille, the defendant did not respond. He was too afraid too speak. When he finally opened his mouth, his thought was poorly expressed.
The policeman, whose name was Bastien Matra, testified against Crainquebille. Madame Bayard took the stand, but she could not throw any light on the affair since she had not witnessed it. David Matthieu testified that Crainquebille was innocent, but he was not taken seriously. Bourriche sentenced the defendant to 15 days in prison and ordered him to pay a fine of 50 francs.
After the trial, Jean Lermite and Joseph Auberrée discussed the verdict. Anatole France uses this discussion to satirize the legal system. Lermite believed that Bourriche had acted wisely when he blindly accepted the word of the policemen instead of using reason and knowledge to learn the truth. The policeman represented the power of the republic. It would be a mistake to think that justice should be just. Rather, court verdicts should support the state's authority, lest the order of society be undermined.
In contrast, Auberrée did not think that Bourriche entertained such high metaphysical thoughts when he issued his verdict. Rather, he simply noticed what other judges were doing and followed their example. Auberrée thought that people should do the same thing that others were accustomed to do.
In prison, Crainquebille was mystified. The court proceedings impressed him deeply, and he found it impossible to believe that the verdict was wrong, though he did not really know how he had offended the policeman.
His lawyer brought him some good news. A charitable citizen had furnished the fifty francs needed to pay the fine.
At first, Crainquebille was cheerful when released from prison. However, he soon found that his former customers avoided him because of his stay in prison. He became bitter and began to treat people badly. Though formerly abstemious, he soon began to drink. As a result, he became very poor. He even lost his lodgings.
As Crainquebille was suffering from hunger and from the bitter cold of winter, he longed for the warmth and food that he had received in prison. So he approached a policeman and said to him with a feeble voice: "Mort aux vaches."
The policeman did not arrest him. He only rebuked him and told him to move on. He explained that it would not be profitable to arrest everyone who said things that they should not say,
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Notes on “The Miracle of the Great Saint Nicholas”
The French title of this tale is "Le Miracle du grand saint Nicolas." The following notes are based on the original French story as presented on the Wikisource website.
In the beginning of his novel, Anatole France made it clear that the Saint Nicholas about whom he was writing was not the kind bishop of Myra, whose feast falls on December 6. It was a more obscure figure who happened to have the same name as the man whom children love. Anatole's story concerns a Saint Nicholas who was bishop of Trinqueballe in Vervignole.
Nicholas had become bishop of Trinqueballe at an early age. He was a saintly prelate and governed his people with wisdom, fairness, and moderation. He was benevolent to the poor and kind to children. He regularly visited the people under his care.
One day Nicholas and his deacon named Modernus were traveling. They came to a forest where their mules had trouble forcing their way through the thorny vegetation. Nicholas became tired and suggested that they rest and eat some bread and wine.
Modernus said that they had no bread or wine because Nicholas had given it all to the poor people that they had met along the way. Nicholas said that God had a good reason for their lack of food, and sooner or later His purpose would become clear to them. In the meantime, Nicholas said that they would have to continue onward and look for herbs for their mules and berries for themselves. Although he planned to sleep in the forest after finding something to eat, they spent the entire night traveling.
They eventually emerged from the forest, but then it started raining. When they finally encountered an inn, they were tired and chilled to the bone.
As Nicholas was warming himself by a moribund fire in the inn, a demon who was as big as a hazelnut spoke to Nicholas from the embers of the fire. There was a large container filled with brine in a dark corner of the room. The demon said that its contents were delicious and urged Nicholas to eat some of it.
Nicholas recognized that it was an evil spirit who had spoken to him. He made the sign of the cross, and the demon exploded with a terrible noise, just like a chestnut which someone throws into a fire without cutting it open.
An angel from heaven then appeared to Nicholas and told him that Garum (the innkeeper) had killed three children, cut them into pieces, and put them in the brine, where they had been for seven years. Encouraged by the angel, Nicholas extended his hands and said: "Children, get up!" The children immediately emerged from the brine.
In the meantime, Garum had entered the room. Nicholas told him to look at the children whom he had killed. He expressed the wish that Garum might repent and receive forgiveness. Garum ran out into the night, even though a storm was raging.
It was impossible to find the parents of the three children. The mother of Maxime had accidentally lost him while she was following an army in the hope of pursuing her unsavory profession. The parents of Robin were poor peasants who deliberately left him to die in a forest. Sulpice did not even know who his parents were. So Nicholas entrusted the three boys to a pious widow named Basine, who was also taking care of Mirande, a niece of Nicholas.
The three boys were ignorant and rude. All three children showed evil tendencies. The naturally cautious Robin was prone to practice dissimulation. The bold Maxime was addicted to ungovernable rage. Sulpice often harbored false ideas and obstinately refused to be corrected. All three children were grossly disrespectful to Basine and played cruel tricks on Mirande, Modernus, and others. For example, once they plunged the head of Mirande into a barrel of molasses.
After playing an especially wicked prank, Modernus said that the children would become worse than Herod if they were not punished, and Basine agreed with him. However, Nicholas thought that the children should always be treated with meekness, clemency, and longsuffering.
The indulgent attitude of Nicholas bore bitter fruit. When Maxine was seventeen years old, he gathered a gang of good-for-nothings, kidnapped some girls from a neighboring town, and deprived them of their virginity. When the parents came to reclaim their daughters, they girls were ashamed to go home and decided to remain with their captors.
When Nicholas gently admonished Maxime, he merely shrugged his shoulders and turned his back on his benefactor.
When Berlu, the king of Vervignole, assembled an army to wage war against the neighboring kingdom of the Mambourniens, Maxime quietly left Trinqueballe, stole a horse and a mare, persuaded a farm boy to accompany him, and presented himself to the king. The king accepted the services of Maxime, who soon became one of the greatest captains of Vervignole.
In the meantime, Sulpice had been studying so that he might enter the ranks of the clergy. However, he adopted all kinds of false ideas. He believed in the doctrines of the Manicheans, Arians, Sabellians, Albigensians, Nestorians, and others. He did not seem to realize that the different doctrines that he espoused were contrary to one another.
Sulpice also displayed iconoclastic fervor. He persuaded a large number of young people to leave their homes and follow him as he burned church property in an effort to reduce the church to evangelic poverty. Some of his followers died of cold and hunger; others were killed by villagers who did not like what they were doing.
The gentle admonitions of Nicholas had no effect on Sulpice. After a futile conversation with the erring youth, Nicholas thanked the Lord for giving him this young man as a grindstone on which he could sharpen his patience and his charity.
In contrast to the other two, Robin seemed to be a good boy. He was good at mathematics, especially when it came to money matters. Nicholas trusted him with church finances, and he seemed to do a good job. He always managed to supply Nicholas with money that the saintly prelate could use for alms and hospitality.
However, it was hypocrisy. As a result of clever manipulation, Nicholas fell deeply in debt, while Robin became rich. Robin also enriched himself at the expense of Mirande, who lost all her jewels and fine clothes as a result of his chicanery.
Seligman, Issachar, and Meyer, three usurers whom Robin had employed, came to church to collect the money that Robin had borrowed from them in the name of the church. When Nicholas could not pay, they took the costly treasures with which the church was adorned. Nicholas objected in vain.
When King Berlu finally defeated the enemy, the victorious soldiers returned to Trinqueballe and celebrated their victory by raping, robbing, and killing the people that they were supposed to be protecting. Maxime forcibly deprived Mirande of her innocence.
Sulpice continued to cause trouble for Nicholas. He professed repentance for his past heresies and became a Franciscan monk. However, his repentance did not last long. He got the idea that people could return to their primal innocence if they lived like beasts. He encouraged people to remove their clothes and move about on their hands and knees. His ideas were widely adopted. Even Mirande became part of this movement.
The Dominican inquisitor Gilles Caquerole asked Nicholas to deliver Sulpice and Mirande to the Inquisition for questioning. Nicholas was fond of his niece, so he refused to hand her over. As a result, the pope deposed Nicholas from his episcopate and excommunicated him.
Mirande was imprisoned, but Sulpice escaped and joined a monastery in Mambournie, where he developed new ideas that were worse than before.
Nicholas decided to become a hermit and sadly journeyed to a lofty mountain in western Vervignole. Here he met Garum, who had also become a hermit. Garum thanked Nicholas, saying that his admonition had saved his soul. Nicholas then told Garum about his subsequent sufferings and asked why he had been punished so cruelly. Garum told Nicholas to worship God without asking Him to give an account of His actions.
Nicholas built a cabin next to Garum's. Here he spent the rest of his days in prayer and penitence. 
Some may not like it that Anatole France used the name Saint Nicholas for the protagonist of this tale. I myself wish that he had used a name not associated with any historical character. It is possible that the author himself felt a little uncomfortable about it.
However, if you read the story, you will immediately observe that using the name of this famous saint enabled him to write an interesting introduction.
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