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The Necklace: A Literary Analysis

The Necklace by Guy de Maupassant is a short story that explores themes of wealth,
social status, and the nature of happiness. Set in 19th century France, the narrative
revolves around Mathilde Loisel, a woman who yearns for a life of luxury and glamour.
Through its intricate plot and rich character development, Maupassant delivers a poignant
critique of society’s obsession with materialism and the often deceptive nature of
appearances.

Summary of the Story

The story centers on Mathilde Loisel, who feels she was born for a life of luxury and
elegance, but instead lives a modest existence as the wife of a humble clerk, Monsieur
Loisel. Mathilde's dissatisfaction leads her to lament her lack of wealth and social standing.
Her husband, understanding her desires, surprises her with an invitation to a prestigious
ball. However, Mathilde is distraught because she has nothing suitable to wear.

In an effort to please her, Monsieur Loisel gives her money he had saved for a rifle, allowing
her to buy a beautiful dress. Yet, still feeling inadequate, Mathilde borrows a stunning
diamond necklace from her wealthy friend, Madame Forestier. At the ball, Mathilde is the
center of attention, reveling in her moment of glamour and beauty. However, her joy is
short-lived; upon returning home, she discovers the necklace is missing.

The Loisels spend the next ten years in poverty, working tirelessly to repay the debt
incurred to replace the lost necklace. Eventually, Mathilde encounters Madame Forestier,
revealing the truth about the necklace. Shockingly, Madame Forestier informs her that the
original necklace was a fake, composed of paste and worth very little. This twist ending
serves as the climax of the story and underscores the central themes.

Thematic Elements

Maupassant weaves several significant themes throughout "The Necklace," each
contributing to the story's overall moral and social critique.

1. The Dangers of Materialism

Mathilde's longing for a luxurious life leads her to make choices that ultimately result in her
downfall. Her obsession with wealth blinds her to the value of her current life and the love
of her husband. This materialistic mindset prompts her to borrow the necklace, culminating
in a decade of hardship.



2. The lllusion of Wealth

The story illustrates how wealth can be deceptive. Mathilde's perception of happiness is
tied to outward appearances, as seen in her desire for the necklace. Yet, in the end, the
necklace’s true nature reflects the emptiness of her aspirations. This theme serves as a
cautionary tale about the superficial values of society.

3. The Role of Fate

Fate plays a crucial role in "The Necklace." The chance occurrence of losing the necklace
leads to Mathilde's tragic fate. Maupassant suggests that individuals are often at the mercy
of fate, and their lives can change dramatically due to unforeseen circumstances. The irony
of Mathilde's situation highlights the unpredictability of life and the fragility of happiness.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Necklace" are well-developed and serve to enhance the story's
themes.

Mathilde Loisel

Mathilde is portrayed as a complex character driven by her desires and insecurities. Her
dissatisfaction with her modest life leads her to borrow the necklace, symbolizing her
longing for a higher social status. Throughout the story, Mathilde transitions from a hopeful
woman to a worn-out figure, representing the cost of her aspirations. Ultimately, her
character arc serves as a critique of societal expectations regarding wealth and beauty.

Monsieur Loisel

In contrast to Mathilde, Monsieur Loisel embodies contentment and practicality. He
represents the ideal husband, supportive and self-sacrificing. His willingness to give up his
savings for Mathilde’s happiness showcases his love and loyalty. However, his character
also highlights the gender dynamics of the era, as Mathilde’s desires overshadow his
sacrifices.

Madame Forestier

As Mathilde's wealthy friend, Madame Forestier serves as a symbol of the world Mathilde
yearns to be part of. Her role is pivotal, as she provides the necklace that ultimately leads
to Mathilde’s downfall. Madame Forestier’s character contrasts sharply with Mathilde’s,
illustrating the differences between social classes and the harsh realities of envy and
aspiration.



Symbolism in the Story

Maupassant employs various symbols throughout "The Necklace" to enhance its themes
and deepen the reader's understanding.

The Necklace

The necklace itself is a powerful symbol of wealth and social status. Initially, it represents
Mathilde's dreams of a glamorous life. However, after its loss, it becomes a symbol of the
burden of debt and the harsh realities of Mathilde’s existence. The revelation that the
necklace is a fake serves as a metaphor for the illusion of wealth and the futility of
Mathilde's aspirations.

The Ball

The ball is another significant symbol in the story. It represents the height of social status
and the world Mathilde longs to inhabit. Her experience at the ball is fleeting, and it
highlights the transient nature of happiness tied to material wealth. The ball serves as a
backdrop for Mathilde’s dreams, but it also foreshadows the impending tragedy that results
from her choices.

Irony and Its Effects

Irony plays a crucial role in "The Necklace," particularly in its conclusion. The dramatic twist
that the necklace was a fake not only highlights the futility of Mathilde’s sacrifices but also
emphasizes the story’s central message about the nature of wealth and happiness.

The situational irony of Mathilde's life—working tirelessly for ten years to repay a debt for a
necklace that was never valuable—leaves readers questioning the societal values that led
to her downfall. This irony compels readers to reflect on the implications of their own
desires and the often-unattainable nature of happiness.

Conclusion

In "The Necklace," Guy de Maupassant crafts a compelling narrative that delves into the
complexities of human desire, the nature of wealth, and the illusions that often accompany
societal aspirations. Through the character of Mathilde Loisel, Maupassant critiques the
obsession with materialism while highlighting the unpredictable nature of fate. The story
serves as a timeless reminder of the dangers of equating self-worth with social status and
the fleeting nature of happiness tied to external possessions.

Ultimately, "The Necklace" challenges readers to reassess their values and consider what
true happiness entails, making it a poighant and enduring piece of literature that resonates
across generations.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Necklace'?

The main themes in 'The Necklace' include the dangers of vanity and materialism, the
pursuit of wealth and status, and the irony of fate.

How does the character of Madame Loisel illustrate the
theme of dissatisfaction?

Madame Loisel is portrayed as a woman who is constantly unhappy with her modest life,
longing for wealth and luxury, which ultimately leads to her downfall.

What role does irony play in the story's conclusion?

The irony in 'The Necklace' is highlighted when Madame Loisel learns that the necklace she
borrowed was a fake, revealing that her years of hardship were based on her mistaken
perception of wealth.

In what ways does the setting influence the characters
in 'The Necklace'?

The setting reflects societal class distinctions in 19th-century France, emphasizing Madame
Loisel's desire to fit into a higher social class and how this desire drives her actions.

How does Guy de Maupassant use symbolism in 'The
Necklace'?

The necklace symbolizes wealth and the superficial nature of social status, while ultimately
representing the illusions that can lead to personal ruin.

What can be inferred about Madame Loisel's character
development throughout the story?

Madame Loisel undergoes significant character development, moving from a life of
entitlement and dissatisfaction to one of hard work and humility, ultimately gaining a
deeper understanding of her true values.

How does the narrative structure of 'The Necklace'
enhance its themes?

The linear narrative structure allows readers to witness Madame Loisel's journey and the
consequences of her choices, effectively emphasizing the themes of irony and the futility of
material pursuits.



What does Madame Loisel's husband represent in the
story?

Madame Loisel's husband represents steadfastness and contentment with their modest
lifestyle, contrasting with her aspirations for wealth and highlighting the tension between
different values in their marriage.

What lessons can be learned from 'The Necklace'
regarding social status?

The story teaches that the pursuit of social status and material possessions can lead to
personal sacrifice and suffering, suggesting that true happiness comes from appreciating
one's current circumstances.
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