
In Chapter IIA the author outlines the history of the child in French

l i te ra tu re  from the Middle Ages onwards, with particular reference to

those social conditions in the f i r s t  half of the nineteenth century

which favoured the emergence of the child in l i te ra tu re .  This outline

is necessary, although Mrs. Senn reproduces in excessive detail much of

the information given by J. Calvet in his L1Enfant dans la l i t td ra tu re

fran^aise. Moreover she goes on to declare that the flourishing of

l i te ra tu re  for children was coincidental with the desire of many Romantics
1to escape into the unreal. As P. Coveney has shown, English l i te ra tu re  

would appear to demonstrate rather tha t the flourishing of children 1n_ 

l i te ra tu re  is a more obvious sign of Romantic regression. Mrs. Senn 

appears to consider the manifestation of l i te ra tu re  for children in 

various countries of prime importance, and dismisses in one sentence 

Rousseau's contribution to the child in l i te ra tu re :  ' I t  was Rousseau's

Emile (1762) which most affected ideas on education of children and also 

children 's l i te ra tu re  in France, England and America for the next several
p

decades'.

In Chapter IIB Mrs. Senn gives a fa ir ly  detailed discussion of l i te ra tu re  

for children in the nineteenth century and Balzac's contribution to i t .

I t  seems to me tha t the l a t t e r  is  of purely biographical in te rest and of 

minor importance in comparison with the Comedie humaine. L i t t le  ta les  

like Tony sans soin or Peines de coeur d'une chatte anglaise may be 

delightful but the ir  l i te ra ry  value is  hardly to a par with, say, the ta les  

of the brothers Grimm.

1. P. Coveney. The Image of Childhood.



In Chapter IIC Mrs. Senn answers most of the questions asked In 

Chapter I. Not surprisingly she finds t!,at the child character does 

ex ist in the Comedie humaine. However the pivot of her reasoning is 

fallacious: " . . .  precisely because of his claims in the Preface of the

ComMie humaine one would expect to find the child character sketched 

in the novels and stories  of Balzac, as essential to the fictional world 

as they are necessary to  the fullness of l i f e  in the real w orld 'J  In 

other words,the children are in the Comedie humaine because in the 

Avant-Propos Balzac has led us to expect them there by reason of his 

claim to depict the whole of society.

The superfic ia li ty  of this line  of argument is emphasised by the fac t 

that Mrs. Senn fa i ls  to mention the capital importance of the Family 

in Balzac's ethos. As we have seen,his concern with such matters as 

procreation was partly motivated by his a ttitude to the Family rather 

than Society, for the former is the nucleus of the la t te r .

More surprisingly Mrs. Senn also answers her second question 

affirmati.valy. She believes tha t Balzac's portraits  of children are 

indeed l i f e l ik e ,  tha t 'only a desire to paint a true picture, to "faire 

vrai" , to show the reader this  segment of the ComGdie humaine animated 

the r e a l i s t  who is drawing the p o r t ra i t s ' .^  We have seen tha t Balzac 

is a t his leas t original and most Rousseauist in his physical portra its  

of children, and Mrs. Senn does not appear to have realised that these 

are a tiny , insignificant contribution to the wealth of information he 

provides about the child psyche, i t s  development and i t s  continuing 

presence in the adult psyche.



Mrs. Senn's general a ttitude to physical portraits  of children in 

the Coiwfidie humaine is  uncritically  eulogistic. She says of the 

description of the d'Aiglemont children a t play in La Femme de trente ans: 

'In  th e ir  rough and tumble gambols on the floor Balzac has drawn as 

enchanting a picture of children at play as one could find in any 

l i t e r a t u r e ' J  The la s t  phrase obviously begs the question. Sometimes 

she merely translates Balzac's absurdities. For instance she solemnly 

paraphrases him on Joseph Bridau: 'Some f a ta l i ty ,  but a fa ta l i ty  which 

had become a habit, caused Joseph never to be able to keep his clothes 

clean1,^ without pausing to examine the transition of a f a ta l i ty ,  which 

is inescapable by defin ition, to a habit, which can be corrected.

The author's opinion of descriptionsof the young girl in the Comfidie 

humaine parrots that of J. Bertaut in La jeune Fille  dans la  1itt&rature 

francaisq. Th? la t t e r  uses words like 'charme', 's im plic itfi ' , 'modestie ', 

'd§cence', 'reserve p a rfa i te ' and'virginit§ dficente e t modeste' to 

describe the Balzacian young g i r l3 and claims tha t she only grows up when 

she fa l ls  in love, until when she is  an '6 tre  ind&cis, en marge de la 

so c ie tg ' .4 Likewise Mrs. Senn; 'Balzac's young girl personifies decent 

and modest v irg in ity ; she is  everywhere the same charming creature with 

character s t i l l  indecisive, with a simple modest a tt i tude , the same 

propriety, the same perfect reserve1 and Balzac's young g ir ls  ' l iv e  in 

a so rt of limbo until they acquire a consciousness of s e lf  through , , ,  

nascent love1 These judgements are inacceptable. Many of Balzac's 

young g irls  do have the above-mentioned qualities but they are rarely 

indecisive. Girls like Hortense Hulot and Rosalie de WattevlHe are

1. p. 95. 2, p. 100.

3 , j .  Bertaut. La .ieune F il le  dans la l i t te ra tu re  francaise, P> 106.



Impelled by an uncuitfessed sexual drive before they fa l l  in love. Thus 

Mrs. Senn is guilty  here of woth plagiarism and inaccuracy.

Mrs. Senn answers her third question by claiming that Balzac's 

conviction that the child is  father of the man is  the chief a r t ic le  of 

his psychological analysis. She regards this  tenet as a personal d is­

covery of Balzac's and does not seem to realise tha t i t  was a Romantic 

'idSe reque' .  She does not explore the child 's  development and growth 

to adulthood, and is not aware of the peculiarly Balzacian 'homme-enfant' 

and 'femme-enfant'. Mrs. Senn's fundamental deficiency is  tha t she

has no clear, idea of what psychology is .  She considers i t  vaguely as

comprising 'the  modern analysis of reactions and relationships of you th '.1 

One is  rather s ta r t led  to be told tha t the psychological value of Louis 

Lambert is that 'Balzac introduced a study of the effect of reading on 

the fourteen year old boy '.2 Her tendency to miss the point in this  

respect is frequent. For her Helene d'Aiglemont is 'one of the best 

i l lu s tra t io n s  of Balzac's psychological penetration into the jealousies 

of childhood and the te r r ib le  results  which %y ensue '.3 H616ne is  surely 

fa r  more interesting as an i l lu s tra t io n  of a young girl experiencing 

the c r is is  of puberty and the ensuing subconscious repressions.

Moreover the results  of childhood jealousy are rarely as te r r ib le  as 

those depicted in La Femme de trente ans.

A f a u l t  perhaps l e s s  grave than an incomprehension o f  p sych o logy ,

b u t  s t i l l  d ep lo ra b le  in  a s c h o la r ,  i s  Mrs. Senn's n e g l ig e n c e  in 

e x p lo r in g  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  apparently  s im i la r  c h a r a c te r s .  She b e l i e v e s  

t h a t ' t h e  l a s e r  e x p l o i t s  o f  Ferdinand du F i l l e t  are c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  and 

stem  from h i s  ig n o b le  b ir th  and th e  p recar iou s  e x i s t e n c e  he le d  as a



child1. 1 She does not, however, mention Butscha whose birth was even 

more Ignoble, whose existence was equally precarious, but who proved 

himself the honest and devoted henchman of Modeste Mignon. Similarly 

Mrs. Senn claims tha t C6sar Birotteau's peasant origins explain his
n

instinctive  rectitude and courage in d isaster, but she does not examine 

why Balzac should have depicted the peasants in Les Paysans as avaricious, 

ru thless, self-centred and, on occasion, whining.

Mrs. Senn's lack of perception and superfic iality  invalidate her 

claim tha t Balzac pioneered the explanation of adult behaviour by tuo 

'psychological process of exploring childhood1. He was a pioneer In 

presenting certain aspects of child psychology, but not for the reasons 

she provides.

Mrs. Senn answers her fourth question by affirming that most of the 

child characters in the Comddie humaine are not an after-thought. this 

is  something which she could have discovered, had she wished, from the 

manuscripts of the novels. She claims that the child figure interested 

Balzac a t  specific periods. The f i r s t  was that between 1830 •* 1836, 

which Mrs. Senn considers his time of greatest c rea tiv i ty , anu the second 

tha t between 1841 - 1847, when, according to her, he was attempting to 

correct c r i t i c s '  opinion that he had not sufficiently  studied youth. I 

have found no evidence of the l a t t e r ,  and although I accept that one finds 

the greatest number of children in the Scenes de la  vie priv#e, Scdnes 

de la vie de province and Scgnes de Ir  vie parisienne I have found 

evidence of Balzac's consciousness of children and childhood throughout



Mrs. Senn pays particu lar attention to child 'personnages de l ia is o n ',  

whose career she traces in the form of a sort of expansion of Lotte's 

Index des personnages f i c t i f s  de la Comgdie humaine. Her rather lame 

conclusion, i f  i t  is a conclusion a t a l l ,  is  that ' in  f1fty*four per cent 

of the cases the childhood of the reappearing character e ither was the 

subject of the creativ ity  of the author to the exclusion of his adult l i f e  

or served to explain his actions in the period which followed his adolescence 

....The inevitable conclusion i s ,  therefore, that Balzac has a real 

in terest in his child c h a rac te rs 'J

This tendency to state  the obvious reappears in force when Mrs. Senn 

discusses the function of minor child characters. She makes no reference 

to Balzac's rnyth of the Family but affirms - and one wonders why she 

found i t  necessary to do so - 'Family relationships are involved in the 

introduction of a number of non-reappearing infants, boys and g ir ls  of 

the ComSdie humaine. Most of them are objects of the solitude or 

affection of the ir  mothers or command the attention of the ir  fathers or
9

serve to bring out the ir  paternal instincts  (or lack of them)1 . L| The 

same, naturally, could be said of any character in the Cornedie humaine, 

child or not. Mrs. Senn's la s t  word on the function of minor child 

characters has the same, bewildering ring of triumphant discovery: 'The 

children of the ComSdle humaine represent diverse backgrounds. Peasants, 

v illagers, pet i t s  bourgeois and haute bourgeoisie as well as offspring 

of the nobility , we have them a l l ' . 3

As regards her f i f th  problem Mrs. Senn concludes tha t 'Balzac's 

scattered references to education . . .  give a complete picture of the s ta te  

of instruction in France under the Empire and the Restoration'^ although 

he was scarcely an original thinker in th is  respect.5 Th ' ter



conclusion is  quite correct, although i t  should bo noted that G. Atkinson 

had reached i t  in 1949 in Les Id&es de Balzac d'aprds la Comgdie humaine.

As I have shown, Balzac's picture of education is hardly 'complete' as i t  

is  presented from r Rignt-wing viewpoint. Mrs. Senn does not analyse 

the s ta te  of French instruction in the nineteenth century. She looks 

forward, rather than back, and sees Balzac as a forerunner of the crusade 

in the second part of the century against poor conditions in schools.

She has not perceived the significance of the concept of 'social education' 

in the ComSdie humaine, a concept very dear to Balzac.

Before concluding, Mrs. Senn discusses the child character subsequent 

to Balzac. Using J. O' Brien's concept of the 'novel of adolescence', 

as expounded in The Novel of Adolescence in France : the study o f  a l i te ra ry  

theme, she considers tha t 'Balzac's influence on the twentieth century 

creators of novels of adolescence is most strongly seen on Mauriac, 

Jouhandeau or Montherlant'.1 She proves th is  statement as l i t t l e  as her 

e a r l ie r  hypothesis tha t i t  was probably Balzac who 'helped to waken 

George Sand to the existence of this  problem' She gives no evidence 

of Balzac's influence on these novelists, and does not mention tha t among 

the precursors of this  kind of novel one may number Senancour, Constant 

and Chateaubriand.

Taking the foregoing considerations in to  account, «nd In the light 

of Balzac's attitude to the young man studied in Chapter IV,1 consider 

tha t Mrs. Senn credits Balzac with too much orig inality  as regards the 

novel of male adolescence. ’ However, concerning the young girl and only 

child she credits him with too l i t t l e .  She affirms; 'Very gradual was 

the evolution of the jeune f i l l e  from the plaintive and weepy sentimentalist 

of the Restoration, especially the type dominating the ComSdie humaine



. . .  to the nervous> capricious, w il lfu l ,  stubborn creature of the Second 

Empire, by turns amusing and despairing . . .  Insupportable .and charming, 

naive and malicious, a true  woman and a true c h i ld 'J  This is  pure, 

unacknowledged Bertaut. He had said: ' l a  plaintive e t  sentimentale 

pleure 'se de la Restauration (va) fa ire  place au p e t i t  fitre nerveux,

cafricieux, volontaire, ent6t6, amusant et d6sesp§rant, . . .  insupportable
2e t  dSlicieux, naTf e t malicieux, vraic femme e t vrai enfant'.  Mrs. Senn's 

conclusion is  ill-considered as well as p lag ia ris tic .  Louise de Chaulieu 

and Ren&e de Maucombe are neither plaintive nor weepy, and Modeste Mtgnon 

is as capricious, wilful and stubborn as Mrs. Senn could wish. Moreover, 

as we have seen, the figure of the 'femme-enfant' was not a discovery of 

novelists of the Second Empire.

With equal carelessness Mrs. Senn adopts the opinion of another 

author that ' l e  Second Empire apporta le culte du f i l s  unique'. She 

overlooks the fact tha t th is  was a cu lt which Balzac indicted In Le 

Cabinet des Antiques and Illusions perdues where the only ch ild ,is  spo ilt  

as well.

I have already quoted part of Mrs, Senn's conclusion in the body 

of my thes is ,  but the whole passage is necessary to judge the value of 

her work: ' I t  was not until the coming of Balzac a t a moment in French 

l i te ra tu re  made propitious by Romantic in terest in fa iry  ta le s ,

Napoleonic attention to education, and the confession l i te ra tu re  of the 

la te  eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries, as well as the new 

so d a l  position of the child in France, that the juvenile character could 

begin to take his place as a true l i te ra ry  hero in such a work as 

Louis Lambert.

1. pp. 295 - 296. 2. J .  Bertaut, op. c i t , » pp, 128 -  129.



Balzac, f i r s t  of a l l ,  by including children in the world of the 

ComSdie humaine made them worthy of the attention of the serious author.

The child appeared as himself, not as a l i t t l e  adult. Nor was he patterned 

a f te r  a child in e a r l ie r  l i te ra tu re . The childhood of Balzac's characters 

helped to explain th e ir  actions as adults, and therefore strengthened and 

rounded out the picture Balzac gave of . . .  many other reappearing characters 

of his novels. Moreover, the children were set in the ir  proper social 

milieu and added to the completeness of the portrayal of that social 

background. For the f i r s t  time a real psychological study of a child 

appeared in the l i te ra tu re ,  and in Louis Lambert a boy was the hero of 

the novel'.1

Mrs. Senn's view of the social and political background to the new 

in terest in the child figure is limited. For Instance education was a 

more crucial factor in Restoration politics  than i t  had been in the 

Napoleonic era , and Mrs. Senn regards fairy  tales as a conclusive indication 

of the Romantic ethos. Moreover she ignores movements in contemporary 

medicine. Her whole argument fa l ls  away when she a ttr ibu tes  to Balzac 

innovations which were those of Rousseau. Many of the children in the 

Comedie humaine are 'patterned after a child in e a r l ie r  l i t e r a tu r e ' , namely 

Emile, and the novel of that name was the f i r s t  'real psychological study 

of a c h i ld ' .  That children add to the completeness of the portrayal of 

society in the ComSdie humaine is self-evident, and is not a characteristic  

peculiar to the child character. Mrs. Senn has failed to see that Balzac's 

contribution does not consist in the presentation of full-length child 

characters, of whom her main example is Louis Lambert, but rather In a 

c l in ic a l , often pre-Freudian awareness of children and childhood, Indeed, 

as we have seen, she minimises his psychological perception.



Thus my general criticisms of Mrs. Senn's thesis are several: 

Insubstantial conclusions, i f  not frequently erroneous, shaky psychological 

analysis and a lack of rigour in approach. The resu lt of a ll th is  is 

a thin and unreliable pieci of work. For example her arbitrary limitation 

of the end of childhood at fif teen years leads to some peculiar resu lts .

In P ie rre tte  she discusses the Rogrons but not Pierrette  herself,and In 

Le p6re Goriot she finds one child only, Christophe, Ignoring the fact 

tha t one of the main themes of the novel is Eug§ne's 'education sentimentale'.

The work is unreliable because her documentation is patchy. Although 

i t  was presented in 1963 her most recent sources are dated 1959. She 

does not seem to have consulted L'Annee balzacienne,although th is  began 

publication in 1960. From i ts  inception i t  has been a compendium of 

the most recent research on Balzac and has offered valuable information 

about his home-life. The extent of the attention Mrs. Senn devotes to 

the la t t e r  is  indicated by her remark about Felix de Vandenesse: 'The

same lack of sympathy existed between Balzac and his mother'J

Another factor contributing to the unreliab ility  of the thesis is  

Mrs. Senn's lax c r i t ic a l  judgement. We have seen that she disregards 

conflicting evidence a t  her convenience. Q.h* to have a predilection

for sentimentality which is manifested in her professed delight in Balzac's 

physical portra its  and in such comments as 'Balzac gives us a touching 

picture of Madeleine (de Mortsauf) saying evening prayers'. Her use 

of superlatives is undependable. She declares that ' Europe is the best 

example we have of the influence of milieu on a c h i ld . . . .  Balzac places 

the blame squarely upon the society which has produced her. Here he Is 

in accordance with the m ateria list ic  philosophy soon to be advocated by 

Taine', I t  is  arguable whether Europe, alias Prudence Servian, one



of Vautrln's formidable female servants in Splendeurs e t  misdres des 

courtisanes is  the best example. What about the 'gamins' and ' r a t s ' ,  

many of whom are well within the age limit of fif teen  which Mrs. Senn

has re t  herself? Moreover, why look forward to Taine when the m ateria listic

philosophy of milieu had been advocated in the eighteenth century, most 

notably by Montesquieu?

There can be no doubt that Mrs. Senn's thesis fa i ls  to fu l f i l  the

need for a study of the child in the ComSdie humaine. She has tr ied  to

answer each of the questions she asked herself but at best her 

conclusions tend to be t r i t e ;  a t worst they are incorrect.

She stands condemned by her own condemnation of Balzac who, she says, 

'certa in ly  cannot be accused of entertaining an all-absorbing In terest 

in child psychology, considered in the modem sense of th is  te rm 'J
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